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	1. Prologue

**Author's Note:** This is very much an AU with what I feel is an original plot, however character names and such belong to Stephanie Meyer. As it does differ quite a bit from the original focus of vampires and more into a new world of shifters (where there's more than just the Quileute wolves who can turn) I understand this might not be to everyone's taste. The main focus will revolve around an interesting relationship between Bella and Jacob - two different shifters from very different worlds. Also note that as I'm Australian and not American I've decided to name the country they're living in Winsteer, just so that I don't get some US terminologies wrong.

**Full Summary:** The Feras. These extraordinary men who can shift at will from man to beast have been both hated and feared by humans for decades. Forced into experiments, tested as lab rats, and then made to participate in a cruel game for rich hunters, these men have never known kindness. And yes, they're always men.

That is, until Isabella is born.

With a personality similar to her doe counterpart, shy and gentle Bella is suddenly thrust into the world she's always feared - the violent world of her male peers. Can she stay hidden from the cruel humans in plain sight or will she be forced to seek protection from the Fera's unofficial leader; the strong, deadly, and much-too-handsome Jacob Black.

* * *

><p><em>Twenty-Five Years Ago<em>

The Prime Commander, Louis Keir, stood at his podium for a solid two minutes before the incessant buzzing of news reporters quietened. He composed himself, fixing a look of calm and resolve on his face. People in general were much too easily spooked and what he was about to confirm might just send them into a panic. If he didn't appear panicked himself then hopefully his people wouldn't get hysterical.

Maybe.

"Good people of Winsteer," he started. "No doubt by now you have seen the footage a local news team took of a young man caught in an act that should not be possible for any living human or creature. Footage that appears to show this young man seemingly breaking out of his own skin only to be replaced by a wild wolf. A transformation from man to beast." He paused for a moment. "The popular opinion circulating is that the footage was altered. That a wolf attacked the man and left his bloodied remains behind. I am here this morning to address those rumours directly."

He glanced down briefly at his notes and let silence fall over the crowd, who were waiting with baited breath.

They had to already know what was coming, wouldn't they? Why else would he be standing here? His heart was racing, pounding at a speed he's never known, although he would not show any signs of this outwardly.

"My people deserve the truth and I respect your intelligence along with your ability to handle it." A deep breath. "The footage was not altered nor was it fabricated. At this time, we can confirm there are a few select individuals among us with abilities we have yet to fully understand. Ones we have not thought possible - namely, the ability to alter their physical form."

The roar from the crowd was so loud he had to cover the microphone to avoid screeching static. Women and men from the general crowd at the back began screaming - or asking questions - he couldn't be entirely sure, while the reporters clamoured to get their voice heard. There would be a riot soon if he didn't calm them.

He knew he should've aired a pre-recorded message instead of doing this live.

"Are you saying we have aliens posing in human form, Commander?" the loudest reporter asked.

"No," Louis stated bluntly. "Absolutely not. Instead, it appears we may have an entirely new species from the Homo genus tree who have evolved alongside us Homo Sapiens in relative obscurity. Only two such persons have been discovered thus far and our most esteemed molecular biologists have been working around the clock to uncover their structural differences. So far we have found no differences. They are as human as each one of us."

"Are we in danger from these creatures?"

"How are you working on finding these beings? Are they to be destroyed? What security measures are being placed?"

"Can they disguise themselves as other human beings?"

The questions came from all sides, each one faintly heard between the jeering and cries of the crowd. He could hear some calls for the death of these new human species. If it was up to him the public would never be told such information but he needed eyes and ears everywhere in order to find these remarkable beings. They needed to work together.

"You are in no danger from these people. We are confident that they are unable to take more than one alternative form and are unable to disguise themselves as a human. A different human, that is. They are humans themselves, of course, but what they look like as a human cannot be changed."

He would know. The amount of torture the two men went through before succumbing to their deaths yielded no such results. They were only able to take a single form different to their human one. One man being the large wolf that was captured on film and another had painfully compacted down into his own body until he became coral.

Coral.

What an unfortunate form to take. He was barely worth the money the research performed on him cost.

"They have been, and will continue to be, citizens of Winsteer and thus will retain the majority of rights afforded to every human despite having these unique traits. Ladies and gentlemen, this is indeed a great day for our country. We should be joyous, not fearful! Not only are these new species of human a vast well of untapped knowledge and research but they are also our key to our success against our enemies, both now and in the future. A weapon the likes we've never seen."

Commander Louis spent the rest of the day attempting to calm the people, who were demanding either the death or the imprisonment of such fearsome creatures who could change shape at will.

And he spent the next day trying to calm them.

And the next.

And the next.


	2. The Graduation

_Present Day_

Predators. There are predators all around me.

I can't see them and I can't hear them but there's a faint smell in the air that doesn't belong with the peaceful nature of the forest. Bitter ash and metal from weapons much more fearsome than a grizzly bear.

My nose tests the air every few minutes trying to find my way away from the bad odours. To run in any direction that smells clean.

It's hard – it seems these beings have been everywhere. Every urine soaked tree and strange paw print I pass kicks up my adrenaline and my heart races erratically. They're not even trying to hide downwind. They must be confident beings, just like my second skin is, or maybe they've stopped hunting me.

That's unlikely though. These tall, two-legged creatures always reek of violence and aggression. I don't think they'll ever stop hunting.

I continue to run until my limbs threaten to collapse under me. I run hard and long, jumping over fallen logs and ducking under branches. My lithe body barely makes a sound, unlike the loud hunters, and a few of the small rabbits I pass begin to run with me, spurred on by my fear.

It takes a while but the further away I get the more I'm able to relax. My mind slowly calms along with my body when the smells, sights, and sounds of the forest returns to a less scary sort of normal. A cool breeze ruffles my fur, kicking up stray leaves from around the area. I jump up to catch some in my mouth playfully, almost completely at ease now, slowly gaining my energy back.

My second skin's consciousness comes forward to the surface to share my space with me. I can feel her disapproval at my antics. Why she's disapproving I don't know - these leaves taste great; fresh and minty.

I always welcome her presence when it comes, this predator that also walks on two legs and seems to know how to avoid the other predators when they come. When and where we should run, when we should hide, how to avoid the odd traps laid out by the monsters.

Although she shares the same form with them I feel only comfort and trust both from her to me, and from me to her. She may share the monsters' form but she's not one herself. She's a fantastic ally... when she's around at least.

Unfortunately she seems to be a shy thing, unwilling to help when I'm in actual danger and only showing herself during the calm.

_I need to get back to the cabin or I'll miss my graduation,_ her voice echoes mentally. _I hope you enjoyed your run, Miss Jane Doe, because it's the last one you'll have for a very long time._

These words mean nothing to me, they rarely do with her, but my body turns nonetheless in the direction she wants to go as if controlled by her will alone. I don't mind too much; the grass is beautifully soft and green under my hooves and I'm able to pick up a few stray berries and fruit that have fallen to the ground. They're even nicer than the leaves.

_Careful under this tree. That branch is about-_

Bang!

A heavy weight hits my rump and sharp pain lances through me.

My predator's consciousness disappears in an instant as the enemy startles me into action. With hind legs kicking out frantically at it but not hitting anything, I just run far and fast. My kicks have done all they can do, I can only hope to outrun whatever is attacking me...

* * *

><p>"Isabella Swan."<p>

With a large, fake smile plastered on my face, I make my way over to the middle of the stage. A few catcalls and hoots ring out through the hall from some of the more adventurous boys, like they have with every girl they deemed pretty enough.

A quick handshake, a pose for the camera, and I'm walking back to my seat with my high school certificate in hand. My smile lasts until the second I'm back down in my assigned chair.

I lean forward to rest my head in my hands, rubbing the bridge of my nose hard. The switch to my Fera form this morning was unsurprisingly hard but it was the first opportunity I had in a long while and I promised myself it was going to be the last. At least until I'm old and retired. Hopefully by then I'd be living on some private land far, far away from people so I can turn to my animal form without fear of attacks.

I avoid making the change to her as much as I can. Not only do I lose most of my reason while in my doe skin - making it impossible to command the shift back when I need to and relying completely on her instincts to not get hurt or caught - but her dominant traits remain with me for hours after I return.

And the dominant traits of a key deer? My key doe in particular? Fright.

Perhaps if I'm able to turn into something a bit more interesting, something with an enviable talent, I would be much more likely to make the switch more often. But all the change does is leave me scared and skittish for many hours, sometimes even _days_, after.

I sigh heavily.

A key deer. Not even a regular sized one to make up for the fact I'm a tiny human. I suppose it could be worse, there are a million or so species of bugs after all. Although, as an ant I'd have crazy amounts of strength and wouldn't have wasted hours trying to calm down after a branch fell on me.

I almost missed my entire graduation over a thin branch, barely the size of my forearm, hitting my derrière. It wasn't even that heavy when it fell on Jane - my doe. Still, by the time I calmed her down enough to return to the cabin so I could change back, I only had fifteen minutes to make it here.

I peer down at the paper in my hands. Despite poor attendance and grades I still made it. I'm officially a graduate.

I'm grateful that the school hasn't adopted the latest great idea of attaching a student's overall grade to their graduation certificate. I don't think I could handle seeing a big, fat "Average" staring down at me from the wall everyday.

At least Charlie will be thrilled with my results.

I'm pulled out of my musing when the seat begins to shake softly under me. Eric - the guy seated at my side - is twitching his leg so much the chairs next to him are vibrating. A nervous reaction, no doubt.

I glance over him from the corner of my eye. Sweating, foot tapping, and alternating between scratching at his elbow and clearing the non-existent dust from his jacket lapels. It's clear he wants to be here almost as much as I do.

The sweat makes his hair droop limply in his face and he brushes it back impatiently.

By the time the "T" surnames begin to be called I can't take his fidgeting anymore. Before I can convince myself not to I reach over and grab his clenched hand that's now in the middle of wringing his rolled up diploma.

It's tense and unyielding in my grasp but within seconds he relaxes enough to slide it comfortably into my palm. I rub the outside subtly, trying to not overstep both of our personal boundaries.

His hand feels kind of gross. Slimy, almost. I wonder if that's from his own sweat or if the running I had to do to get here on time has made _me_ just as bad. I hope it's not me - I've been told time and time again that teenagers pick on the "smelly" kid in class and I couldn't handle a situation like that.

Eric's stare, that's obvious even in my peripherals, is too much to ignore and I spare him a quick glance to gauge his comfort level. It's hard to get gestures right with humans. I'm either too cold and distant to them, or too bubbly and intrusive.

"Thank you," he mouths silently.

Phew. Got it right then. I turn back to the stage to watch more students accept their paper while the corners of my lips twitch. Slimy hand or not this guy's not bad.

It suddenly occurs to me that I'm willingly holding a boy's hand and it's not as fear-inducing as it usually is with someone like Mike 'the nuisance' Newton. It's a shame that despite Eric's boyish good looks - when he's not a sweaty mess - I feel no attraction to him. Oh, well. I can still find small comfort in the act of hand holding.

It's too easy to tune the rest of the ceremony out, especially when the valedictorian gives her speech, which is mostly a humble brag about how she's moving on to a great future in politics and wishes us the same success. I tamper down my envy and politely clap with one hand along with the others when she finishes. In another life that might've been me.

Maybe.

"A bit much, isn't she," Eric whispers to me when everyone is given the go ahead to move. He pulls his damp hand from mine to readjust his jacket. "I'm sorry about the fidgeting before. I'm not normally such a wreck."

I give him what I hope is a reassuring smile. "It's no problem. I think everyone's nervous today, what with graduating and receiving our career letters on the same day. I know I am. I'm dreading going home and learning what they've saddled me with for the next fifty years of my life."

Career letters. The letter stamped with an official government seal, that describes in complete detail what your future will be. Your job. Your location. Your home.

More than once the thought of just running away crossed my mind. To simply take off and never go down the path laid out for me. A path that's now been specifically tailored based off not just my results during school, but what attributes of my personality my teachers believed me to possess. As if teachers have any idea about my personality. As if they really know any of their students or even care.

I can picture their words now.

How to describe Isabella Swan? Smart but not too smart. Capable but not a go-getter. Not very creative or innovative. Not interesting. Obedient, somewhat docile but not entirely brainless. Beautifully average.

Average is just perfect for avoiding jealous attentions of the academic students, while flying under the radar of all the teaching staff. Mediocre in every sense of the word. But I hate it.

I've played the same role since I began my schooling so many years ago at Charlie's request and every report card was almost an exact clone copy of the last. Average. Needs to apply herself more.

Average. Average. _Average_.

"You shouldn't be nervous about the career letters, though," I say to Eric as an afterthought. "You're one of the smartest guys in our grade. I'd bet they'll give you a job as a top scientist in a lab or someone really high up. Then you can make your own rules."

His flinch is almost imperceptible. "I'm not so nervous about my career. Actually, I'm really hoping to work in a library. Even if it's not that well paid. A librarian, maybe even an author so I can spend all day just writing in there." I can hear the faint hope and excitement in his voice as he envisions it. "I've talked to a few of the teachers about it hoping to sway their recommendations for me. It's why I spent so long hanging out in the library during lunch rather than trying to make frie-"

He cuts himself off mid sentence when a hand grabs my arm and sharply pulls me away to the side.

"Sorry, Yorkie. I need to talk to Bella now. Girl stuff." I allow Jessica, my friend-slash-not-really-friend, to drag me away from Eric and the emptying seats, and towards our own little ragtag group. Seeing Eric's somewhat bewildered and sad face makes me want to go back and apologise but what was I going to do? Yank my arm away and assert myself? Unlikely. Even if her grip _is_ extremely painful.

"Sorry!" I call out as I go. "Um, I'll talk to you soon!"

Also unlikely.

Today's the last day I'll probably ever see the anyone from high school again so I'm expected to spend it with the people I hung out with regularly for the last few years. Jessica, Angela, and... ergh, Mike.

I'm not, and never was, really close with any of my friends. They aren't terrible people - most of the time anyway - but I just never connected with them the way others would. A psychologist might have a lot to say about the subject if I ever went to one but I know my distance is because I'm a Fera. An animal.

I wish all the time that I could let things go and just be friends with the other girls and boys the way everyone else is. Have sleepovers and gossip about cute celebrities. Eat junk food and really just enjoy the comradeship and trust girl friends have with each other. But I can't. Every time I slip up and begin to fall for the ruse of friendship I'm starkly reminded in an offhanded comment that I'll never belong. That Feras don't belong.

Ferals, as my supposed friends like to call us, while complaining over how unfair it is these feral animals get any human rights at all and a guaranteed job as a soldier at twenty-one.

"It's not fair!" They would moan, usually after a few drinks. "They should be locked in cages begging for scraps of food like other wild beasts and yet we give them a job, food, shelter, and clothes for basically nothing. Still they glare and cry about how us humans are doing them wrong. We let them be our soldiers! They should be thanking us."

Conveniently they seem to forget that to become a soldier those _ferals_ have to endure years of experiments and research, before being forced into a barbaric practice known as the Hunt.

Exactly as it sounds, the Hunt is a great time for bored, rich men to shoot at the animal-humans as though they were game while everyone gets several days off work to drink and gamble over every aspect of the Hunt. Fun times all around.

"Am I your life saver, or what?" Jessica chirps from my side. "Eric is such a weirdo. And could he be any more obvious about his puppy crush on you?"

"He doesn't have a crush on her," both Angela and Mike say instantly at the same time. They turn to look at each other with a "Jinx!" smile.

Angela is the other girl of our trio and Mike is, well, an unwanted nuisance. The three of them are so different in looks but still so similar. It's strange that we're considered the "popular" crew, or so I'm told, when there's only the three of us. The other students seem to hate us, so popular with whom?

"He does have a crush," Jessica continues, "but trust me, Ang, you don't want anything to do with him. That goes for you too, Bella."

"Nobody wants anything to do with him," Mike says snidely, throwing a hand in Eric's direction, who's shuffling his feet as people walk around him. Back to being a nervous wreck. "Besides, I'm strong _and_ brainy. Everything a girl needs is right here."

Mike's arm slings over my shoulder as he crushes me into his side. Brainy is definitely not the word I would use for Mike but I can't deny his strength. His grip is brutal. He and Jessica have that in common.

I release a nervous laugh while trying to maneuver away from him. I'm not sure whether my timidness is my own natural trait, or one brought about by Jane Doe. Either way it's not a great one to have. I want to just brush him off with confidence and strut away, ideally with a fantastic hair flip, sarcastic remark, and titter to go along with it.

I can't though. I never have.

"As if a girl needs anything from a man," Angela says. Thanking her silently for Mike's distracted attention I slide out my phone.

"Excuse me," I say, wiggling out of his hold. "I'm going to call my dad - see if he's received my career letter yet."

I walk a little way a ways, pretending to be dialing numbers and pressing the phone against my ear. Sighing internally I count to twenty and pretend to hang up. So pathetic.

Charlie wouldn't even be home yet from the police station and I definitely don't want to hear what my lifelong career will be over the phone. I'd just humiliate myself by crying. I stand around for a few more seconds wondering if I should lie about getting my letter and say that I wanted to leave right away to read it in person.

That seems a bit cowardly though, even for my tastes. Plus I'd have to stammer through the lie and dodge their questions.

I straighten up and decide to stay with the group instead for a little while. I'll never see them again soon enough anyway. Walking back to the group I shrug apologetically.

"No answer. What were you guys talking about?"

"The usual: how gross Mike is."

"Oh." I fumble to think of something that doesn't involve him. "Are you going to call about your career letters?"

Jessica scoffs. "No, I don't really care what they think I'm good at. I'll just marry some old rich guy and quit anyway. Then I'll see you all at my trial a year later." She holds her hand over her mouth as if in shock. "Poisoned? Oh no. I can't believe it, who would want to hurt my dear Archibald?"

"Archibald?" Angela laughs while Mike rolls his eyes. "You know you could always make the money yourself, then you wouldn't be stuck with a guy named Archibald. Also, there are plenty of cute, rich men out there that you could marry instead."

"Be realistic, Ang. Cute _and_ rich? Anyway, are you going to call your parents about your letter?"

"My parents will call me. I did well academically so I'm not worried."

She did but was beaten out for valedictorian by the smallest of margins. I spent an entire night trying to calm the normally peaceful Angela as she cursed and cried. I bet she was seeing red during the valedictorian's speech earlier.

A phone rings in the distance right after they finish speaking. It sets off a chain of motion and every few minutes after that another student's phone goes off. More career letter results. I try to ignore them the best I can to focus on what my friends are saying but the squeals keep drawing my attention.

One poor girl runs out towards the bathroom after a lengthy call, sobbing, as a string of her friends follow her.

"She probably just found out she's going to be a lumberjack or something stupid," Jessica comments snidely. "The girl's as dumb as bricks but have you seen her shoulders? Built like an ox. Definitely a lumberjack or a professional wrestler."

"Don't be so catty," Angela chides. "Knowing your grades you'll be lucky to end up with a lumberjack's salary. Ten dollars says you'll be a maid or a janitor."

"Hey. What do you have against janitors? My dad's one." Mike's steely glare, along with Jessica's, cuts through whatever Angela was about to say. She flushes in embarrassment and mumbles a quick apology before turning her attention to where Eric is.

He's taken up a position on a secluded bench, away from the other students. A worn book in one hand and the other still clutching his diploma. Despite his tapping foot his face is now peaceful, a serene smile gracing his lips.

He seems so innocent - lost in his own world. Something I never would've associated with a seventeen or eighteen year old human boy.

"I was thinking about saying hi," Angela says softly to me, determined to not look at Mike who's still glaring. "Since it's our last day and just to, you know, keep in touch with everyone from school."

"It's never too late to introduce yourself." Although their careers will probably take them to different places of the country and they'll never speak again.

"Can you come with me so it doesn't seem weird? You two were talking earlier so you can introduce us."

"Introduce you? Sure, I mean I can but that was the first time I've really spoken to him myself. Ever."

"It should be the last," Mike butts in. His jaw is clenched and his eye's narrowed. What a baboon. He may as well just start beating on his chest and grunting 'mine, mine'.

"It will be," Jessica says in exasperation. "Didn't I literally say not five minutes ago you two don't want anything to do with him? Five minutes ago. I swear to God you two."

"I'm just going to go say hi and that I'm sorry I never really spoke to him during school," Angela says sharply. "Who really cares about reputation after graduation?"

"I might be too stupid to do better than a janitor but you bitches should trust me anyway," Jessica says, putting her hand up to cover Mike's mouth before he can protest the janitor comment. She looks down at her very expensive watch. "Wait an hour at least so we can have our time together then you two can go mingle with the geek."

I exchange a look with Angela who just shrugs her confusion.

"Why? He might leave by then."

"He won't, he's too engrossed in his book. Probably flipping through hentai, so he'll be there for hours."

The piercing shriek of a nearby girl catches our attention.

"A model! Oh my God, you guys! Yes! _Yes_!" she cries, jumping around, phone in hand. It doesn't surprise me; she's absolutely stunning. I congratulate her mentally. While I'm not sure how mentally stimulating a model career is they're paid handsomely and always have a place in the industry. Even long into their senior years.

Angela and I turn simultaneously to Jessica to judge her reaction. She used to go on and on about her dream as a model until a nasty cases of the measles one summer left her slightly pockmarked. Just slightly.

It doesn't detract from her physical beauty, not in my opinion, but I know it crushed some part of her self-esteem as she never mentioned modelling again.

She barely glances at the other girl, who's thrown her hands up in obvious joy.

"Bella will definitely be a model," Mike says with a crooked smile in my direction. "That face. That bod. Mm-mm! I hope it's for lingerie or swimwear. The money I'd pay to see that..."

Oh, gross. Please stop.

"Thanks," I mumble. Telling him to stop would just encourage him further. He's aggressive like that. "So, who's hungry?"

I wince. It's not the most subtle way I could've changed a conversation.

"I could eat," Angela nods. "There's a new cafe that opened up nearby. It's only a five minute walk from here. Ten minutes in these shoes, though."

"Any alcohol there?" Mike asks, sending me a quick wink. "I'm buying."

Jessica snorts and crosses her arms. "Let's just eat here at the cafeteria."

"I don't want to eat this crap food. I want to get a drink."

"That's too bad, you alcoholic, we're staying here. Besides, Bella's still only seventeen. No drinking for her for another few months." Being born near the end of the year has it's perks.

They argue over it for several whole minutes. Each second drags by slowly as Angela and I simply stand there watching in silence. This must be what the others call sexual tension; passionate for them but very uncomfortable for everyone else watching.

Why don't they go for each other so I can get some peace from the man-child for once?

Suddenly Jessica stops shouting and grabs my arm harshly. Again. _Ow_! Her sharp fingernails dig into my upper arm until I can't contain the bird-like cry of pain.

"Here they come!" she squeals. Her eyes are alight with excitement as she points to a black van pulling up into the school's car park.

The van is large. Almost entirely too large to be driven on the streets and it takes up the vast majority of the empty car spots.

"I knew it! I knew it!" she continues to squeal. "Oh my god, I knew he was feral. This is amazing. I should be a detective. Forget Archibald, this high is better than money!"

I don't hear her words. The pain of her grip fades instantly as pure fear replaces it. Adrenaline kicks in without warning when I read the side of the van.

FC.

Fera Control.

The crew of human guards responsible for rounding up or putting down the Homo Feras - the people like me. The ones who can change forms at will; the ones everyone fears.

"No," I whisper. My mind goes blank. I don't know whether to run or fight or collapse in a heap. A literal deer stuck in the headlights.

The van's doors fly open with a loud bang and half a dozen armed soldiers in black emerge. They line up shoulder to shoulder and raise their rifles up high in my direction.

"Everybody freeze!"

* * *

><p><strong>AN: **Constructive criticism or compliments always appreciated. x


	3. Her Career Letter

I scream. So does nearly everyone else at the sight of the armed men with loaded guns.

Throwing my hands up in the universal surrender sign I try to calm my body. I'm seconds away from turning into Jane Doe out of sheer fright and getting shot down as an out of control animal is not the way I want to go.

The uncontrollable shifting is one of the main reasons I've avoided all confrontations. Extreme fear equals extreme consequences - in this case those consequences involve fur and four hooves.

Tears fill my eyes as I resist the urge to break down.

How did they find out I'm a Fera? Oh god, someone must have spotted me in the woods changing forms. Damn it! _Damn it! _I knew I shouldn't have gone out there to change. Jane is nothing but trouble!

Still, they can't say I am for sure, can they?

As far as they know only men - or biological males, rather - can be Feras. The researchers have publicly said so time and time again after dealing with multiple prank calls by men that their girlfriends and wives were turning into raving she-beasts every month.

The Y-chromosome, they said. They were so sure when they announced it... wrong, obviously, but they don't know that.

Charlie and I had breathed a heavy sigh of relief when we heard the official announcement months ago; any further prank calls about female Feras may be met with heavy fines and possible jail time for repeat occurrences. It seems to be a large punishment but the cost of testing individuals can thousands of dollars. No government is willing to waste that sort of money on a prank.

They shouldn't have suspected me even if all the signs were there. Even if some citizen claimed to have seen me.

Do I beg? Feign ignorance? Call them delusional?

I can't fight but I can't let them take me. The rumours of what they do to Feras are abundant. The torture. The experiments. The stray body parts found in dumps and the missing Fera children who never return home. And this is all before they're shipped off at twenty-one to compete and die in a sick hunting game for men who are bored hunting regular animals.

Well, I won't let them take me.

I won't.

But as the tears drop down my cheeks I know I'm lying; I will let them take me. Fighting will just make my situation worse. Maybe passivity, submission, and sobbing will help. It's definitely what the doe in me wants to try.

"Eric Yorkie!" the armed man leading the pack yells out over the cries of students.

"What?" I ask faintly, puzzled, as I'm sure he must be talking to me. That's not my name.

Students begin to part and several point in one direction.

"That's him over there!" Jessica shouts into my ear. "That one on the seat!"

I don't drag my eyes away from the soldiers or lower my hands until they storm past in a blur of black. Slowly my gaze moves towards Eric.

He's in more shock than I am, his eyes frantically darting between all the men who've trained their guns directly at him. Lowering his book he begins to stand very slowly, cautiously. His certificate and book falls from shaky hands as he moves to face them.

"Are you Eric Yorkie?" one asks forcefully.

Eric nods. "Yes," he whispers.

The armed man gives a curt gesture to the others who start to surround him. "You're coming with us on suspicion of being an unmarked feral."

"Me? A feral? No, that's crazy," he says. Sweat is dripping heavily from him and his hand is outstretched to create a barrier between him and all the armed men.

"Place your hands behind your head and turn slowly." They all keep their guns trained on him and several release a beam of red light, as thin as a pinpoint, to mark the very middle of Eric's head. They're ready for a kill shot.

I doubt they'll hesitate if the time comes.

"No... no! I'm not one of them!" He backs away from them, his voice raising in desperation. "Please, you have to believe me, I'm not! I'm not!"

"Then you'll have nothing to worry about when the Doc runs some tests. Come with us peacefully or there'll be trouble."

Eric freezes before taking a hesitant step forward, bending just enough to retrieve his book from the ground. Without warning he chucks it straight at the soldiers and turns sharply to begin sprinting away. He pushes through the throng of gasping students who make a clear path for the trailing men.

"Theo. His leg," the leader says coldly.

A quick pop from one of the rifles sends Eric falling heavily to the ground. He barely made it a few feet away. Crying out in agony he clutches at the bloody wound while the men approach.

He tries to scuttle back on his hands, still attempting to somehow leave while dragging a bloody and useless leg behind him.

The tears I've been reigning in finally fall as I take in Eric's desperation and the jeers starting up around him. Now that they know what the fuss is about, the students resume a casual stance, encouraging the soldiers' behaviour. Some even feel brave enough to hurl small rocks at him as he's picked under his armpits up by three men.

They don't care to be gentle as they drag him through the crowd towards the van ignoring his cries for help. Boos and jeers rise up from the others, along with a few curse words and laughs.

"Freak! Freak!" One boy taunts. "Kill him FC, we'll all say it was in self-defence."

Eric's eyes make contact with mine, beseeching me to do something. Anything.

I don't do a single thing. I can't.

Guilt churns in my stomach while my fingers twitch, wishing there's a way I can help but I have to be realistic. I can't take on an entire school and heavily armed guards, steal a wounded boy, and somehow make it to a safe and secluded area.

Hell, I can't even take on a single boy by the name of Mike.

_I'm sorry_, I want to tell him. _I'm sorry this is happening. I'm sorry for the sheer relief I feel that it's you, not me, being taken away. I'm so sorry I'm such a coward._

I try to convey as much sympathy in my face as I can but I don't make a move to help him. Nobody does. If he is a Fera he doesn't show it by shifting, which is smart. The armed men have been trained to deal with animals as big and ferocious as dinosaurs - literally dinosaurs, apparently even extinction doesn't stop the shifts - so they could take Eric out easily if he decides to make another run for it in his alternate form.

A rock hits his temple sharply and his head snaps back on impact.

"That's enough, children!" the armed leader snaps. The noise quiets, although soft whispers of cruelty still echo.

"The year your Hunt is up I'm placing a grand on your shape being a rat, you filthy feral," Mike taunts when Eric passes. "I had a feeling there was something wrong with you."

Eric begins to falter, even while being dragged he's having trouble remaining upright. When they pass us I rush forward and catch his elbow before he falls limp, trying to spare him any sort of further humiliation. "Here, I've got you."

I brush some of the blood off his face with the end of the sleeve not daring to look up at the guards or students as I help him limp along with the other three men who are far more forceful. Helping the FC take a kid to his doom while being grateful it's not me - I'm a special kind of monster.

"You've got to be strong," I whisper softly enough that the guards hopefully can't hear. I don't know what to say. Telling him things are going to be all right is a cruel lie when we both know what will happen to him. "I know you can be. I'm so sorry, Eric. I'm so sorry this is happening to you. This isn't fair."

His hand finds mine once again and gives it a hard squeeze as he tries to convey what his mouth can't. Someone must have thrown another rock because the next second something hard hits my head with enough force that it throws me to the ground.

"I said that's enough!" The leader yells out while I clutch at my throbbing temple. "If another single thing is thrown I will personally put a bullet between your eyes. I don't give a damn if you're all still in nappies."

By the time I stumble up to my feet, with a little help from both Angela and Mike at my side, Eric's already at the back panel of the van.

With a clenched fist I watch as the men wrap thick leather, chained in the middle, around Eric's slim neck. They're collaring him like a dog. Humiliating him in front of all of us once more because they can. They shove him hard into the empty large space, slam the back of the van closed, and take off as quickly as they came.

It's over within ten minutes.

"This isn't right."

I can barely hear Angela's voice. Either she's whispering to herself or the buzzing in my ears hasn't ceased.

Mike touches my throbbing temple and I jerk back. "You alright? Looks like a nasty bump. You shouldn't have put yourself in the middle of that; the feral could've gotten real dangerous if he wasn't actually a rat."

"I'm fine. It's just a bump."

"I didn't see who threw it or they'd be going to Pound Town right now."

"Pound Town means sex, genius," Jessica says, grinning like a mad fool. She grabs Angela's hands, who's looking off into the distance. "Can you believe that happened? It was me! I'm the one that figured it out. You thought I didn't have a brain. Ha!"

"What do you mean?" Angela's voice is so soft and calm that I fear she's in shock.

"I didn't connect the dots until a few days ago when that feral Eric was asked what hospital he was born in. He said he had a home birth. A _home_ birth. Not too weird by itself but then I remembered when we were really little he said his birthday was September thirteenth. That stuck with me because I knew even then that was the birth date of our year's Feras."

A sort of unexplainable phenomenon, every year the Feras who are born are all born on the exact same day. My birthday is September thirteen as well although I tell people it's on the twelfth. Last years group of Feras turned twenty-one all on August ten. It's bizarre, but then again what's not bizarre about entire groups of men turning into animals.

"So I called up a friend who's in the nursing department to check out his records. Turns out," she pauses dramatically, "there are _none_. The dirty rat never even had his flu shots. Ew. So, I put in a tip to the FC about him and they assured me they were on their way to test him right then. I think they must've processed his results super quick because yesterday they called me and asked what classes he was in. Hello, first off ask the principal or something, right? I'm not his tracker and secondly our school's graduation is always the same day every year. Those guys are cute with all their muscles and rifles but they're not bright."

"You're just full of surprises," Mike says with a laugh, ruffling up her styled hair.

I feel so betrayed by her. They've all had lengthy discussions on how vile Feras are but loyalty was one of Jessica's only redeeming qualities. To turn on a fellow classmate like that is... inhumane.

I scoff. Inhumane. Anything related to an act of cruelty should be said to be humane, a completely human deed.

"Here I was about to knock the little freak out for chatting up my girls when he probably goes home to shag his dog."

"Mike!" Angela cries. "That's disgusting and I hope you're not including me as part of 'your girls'".

"Nah. Just Bella and her girls, if you get my meaning."

I don't.

"Are you okay?" I ask Angela gently. She never spoke to Eric so her crush couldn't have been that serious but I never know with humans.

"Of course I am," she scoffs. "Why wouldn't I be?"

I try not to stutter in surprise. "Because he's about to go through hell. His life is practically over or he'll wish it was soon enough."

"Eric? Good, I don't care. Those freaks shouldn't be here with us. He deserves worse for pretending to be one of us. Manipulating us into caring."

There's no hiding my gasp of shock. Her jaw is tense and her eyes beginning to water but what does it mean? What is wrong with these people standing next to me that they can act so callously to anything different to them.

"Right!" Jessica pulls Angela in for a hard hug. "You're so lucky you've got me. You owe me one for nothing letting you stick your tongue down a feral."

"Yeah. I owe you."

Jessica turns to me and gives me the once over. "Why'd you try to help him?"

I shrug as casually as possible hoping it will hide my shaking. "I don't know. I wasn't really thinking but I couldn't stand by and do nothing. He's still… human. From the Homo genus tree at least, I mean."

"Gross, you're not a sympathiser, are you?"

"No!" Definitely not something I want to be known as. Word will spread and next thing I know I'll be under heavy surveillance. Or worse. "I just felt really bad for him. I suppose I'm simply empathetic."

"That's my girl," Mike says. "Nice even to the vermin. A true saint."

Jessica turns back to Ang. "Do you think he's going to survive until his Hunt? Or will he roll over and die before then?"

"He won't make it," she answers with confidence.

"Wanna put your money where your mouth is?"

"Oh no, no." Mike throws his graduation certificate without care into his backpack. Pulling out his keys he motions to his car. "We start bettin' on the animals then we do it the right way. Let's go to the Lodge to place some bets for this year's Hunt since we can't do ole Eric's yet and then we'll get drinks. A toast to the rat's takedown by the extraordinary Jessica."

I can't think of anything worse if I tried. Betting on those poor people? On Eric? Celebrating this hell? No way.

"I'm under eighteen, I can't do either," I say without concern. Cool, calm, and collected. "I think I'll just go home. All the noise here and that rock to the head has given me a headache anyway."

"Well I'm not going if she's not," Angela says with folded arms.

"She's coming," Mike insists. He turns to me with a playful grin. "You don't have to put money down but there's no law against me taking your advice and putting down my own. We'll split the profits if I win."

"Really, it's okay. I'm so tired and in shock from everything that's happened. I just want to go home and sleep."

"Bella. You're coming with us." He's losing his playfulness and kicking up my anxiety. Human men are so fearsome when they're angry, I don't understand why some girls enjoy it. "You could have a serious injury. What do they call it, a concussion? So we need to keep an eye on it."

"No really, I should-"

"Isabella, get to the car."

Not going to argue with that tone. Without another protest I start the walk to his car, stepping over the bloodied remains of Eric's graduation certificate and his book titled 'Philosophies of Happiness Around the Globe'.

* * *

><p>As we pull up to the Lodge I can almost see the appeal it has. Rustic and earthy, the very large, wooden cabin stands proud surrounded by a few strategically placed trees. Three wooden booths with glass panels stretch out the front near the entrance. Only one bookkeeper is working today.<p>

"Here for the afternoon dog races?" the bookkeeper asks in a bored tone. His long white beard is dipping into his coffee but he doesn't seem to notice.

Jessica frowns. "No way, dog races are barbaric. That should be shut down. We're here to place bets on this year's Hunt."

"The Hunt?" he laughs. "Nice try, greenies. That's not for another six months. Come back a little closer to the date when we actually have the odds announced."

"We don't care about odds," Mike grumbles and pulls out a wallet full of cash. "Write it down. Twenty on there being four ferals, ten dollars on one of them being a bug species, another ten on at least two dying, and a fiver on there being at least two herbivores. If there's any Quileutes in there I want another five dollars on them turning into a wolf or a bear. It's always between those two with those savages."

The bookie nods while frantically scribbling down Mike's bets. He stashes the money out of sight. "You might get nothing depending on the odds and if your bets aren't included in our listings later, but it's too late now. It's the Lodge's money now." He fixes his gaze on us. "You girls putting in?"

"Five on a unicorn!" Angela exclaims, pulling out some of her own money. "Another five on a mermaid."

Mike grabs it out of her hand before she can hand it over. "Don't be stupid, there's no such thing as unicorns and mermaids."

"We got a dragon two years ago. Why not a unicorn this year? Neither are supposed to exist."

"It wasn't a damn dragon two years ago, it was a huge flying lizard that probably died out millions of years ago. You're not throwing away good drinking money on unicorns and shit."

"I don't care, it's my money." Yanking it out of his grip she gives it to the bookie who happily takes it.

"I can tell you now if you're right you're going to be a very rich woman just from this fiver alone. The odds are always extremely high on mythological creatures."

Jessica shoves Angela aside and practically slams her money on the wood counter. "Ten dollars on there being six players and another ten dollars on half of them being hot."

"Hot?" the bookie echoes. The man must be over seventy at least, maybe he doesn't know the term.

"Or half of them being ugly, I don't care which bet it is. Same thing really."

"Miss, we don't accept subjective bets like that. I'll accept the six player bets, though."

"It's not subjective. Anyone can tell the difference between an ugly and handsome man. Even straight guys can, though they're so insecure they'll take that fact to the grave. Anyway, that's what I want my money on."

"I'm telling you this isn't a valid bet. We won't accept it. Try somethin' else."

"I want the hot men bet."

"That's not happening. Pick something else or I'll black book you."

"How about how many muscles they have. I want to bet on three of them having a six-pack."

"That's not allowed here, either. Ain't no men giving a damn about how many muscles the animals have."

"Okay, what about for one of the ferals having a nine-inch trouser snake? That's measurable."

The bookie gasps and slams his hand down on the table in front of him. "That's enough! You're barred from this year's Hunt, little lady. You can come back next year when you learn how to clean that disgusting mouth and grow up."

Jessica simply shrugs and steps aside as though she expected that outcome. The angry red beginning to creep up the old man's neck slowly recedes as he takes deep, calming breaths.

"And you, girl?" he nods in my direction, trying not to mumble under his breath about immature women. "You want in on any of this or are you going to be another foul-mouthed child?"

Sure, I want to say. I bet the men will be hunted and tortured and not a single person will care. I bet one will get a bullet to the brain from a cowardly sniper sitting far away and the crowds at the bars will cheer.

"No, no," I shake my hands in front of my face instead with a tight-lipped smile. "I'm only seventeen."

"Seventeen?" he turns sharply to the others. "I want to see some IDs. Cough them up. Shouldn't you be in school?"

"We just graduated," Angela mumbles.

"So it's your career day, huh. I remember mine," he scoffs as he takes their IDs and makes some notes. "Real fancy words. Professional venue financer. I ain't financed a single thing in all my years here."

"Our bets still good then?" Mike impatiently takes his card back with a huff. "Or are we having a thing here? Trip down memory lane."

"Yeah it's still good, you ugly brats. I've got your details so you can piss off now and come back in six months to watch the Hunt with the other gamblers."

"I'll watch it at home."

"Suit yourself."

Jessica, Angela, and Mike head back to the car in high spirits.

"That was fun! I've never bet before." Angela looks back at me while continuing to talk. "I hope one of them _is_ a unicorn. I'll be so rich! Where do you want to eat, Bella? The cafe will have vegetarian options for sure."

"My dad's making a big dinner in celebration tonight. I don't want to spoil my appetite. In fact, he's probably wondering where I am now - it's getting late." I lie. My stomach wants to empty itself just by being in this place so nothing will spoil my appetite.

The gambling Lodge. Hunting Lodge. Whatever it is, it's sick. "Plus, I'm not feeling that great still."

"Late? It's barely five," Mike butts in. "I'll take you home though, babe. Make sure someone's there to look after you. Then the rest of us can go eat but you're coming out with us tomorrow. Who knows, we might only have this week together. We should make the most of it."

From the way his eyes start roaming over my body I know exactly what it is he wants to make the most out of.

"Sounds great."

Another lie.

* * *

><p>"That's Charlie's car. He's home," I tell Mike as we pull up to my tiny home. I jump out as soon as he breaks. "Thanks for the ride."<p>

"That's cool. Want me to come in just in case he's not home? Or to tell him about your head? I haven't met the Police Chief before."

"He's home." Did he not hear me? "He'll definitely keep an eye on my small bump but I'm sure it's nothing. Thanks again, I really appreciate it."

I start to close the door but he throws an arm out to stop it. "Okay, but I mean it about tomorrow. We're going out. You can tell me all about your new modelling career."

"You mean going out with Angela and Jessica?"

"Sure, if I remember to invite them," he says slyly. "Otherwise it might just be the two of us."

Oh, no. He's about to get very forward now that high school's done and there's nothing to lose. I really don't want to have this conversation right here but I might not have another choice.

"I'm not sure that's a good idea, Mike. I'm not that comfortable with-" how do I say it without making him mad? "-hanging out with guys alone." There. I could've been more direct but the risk of an outburst and fight if I confront him is too high in my paranoid mind. This lets him save at least some of his ego.

"You won't be alone," he says. "I don't plan on taking you to a deserted back alley, Bella. We can hit up a food joint so you can eat your vegan junk."

Damn. "Maybe. I'll let you know how I'm feeling."

Guess I'll be pulling another 'fake sickness' trick for the next week. That's another attribute the teachers probably have written down on my personality assessment: Isabella Swan. Not an honest bone in her body. Cowardly and a compulsive liar. Mike and the others will forget about me soon enough, when everything begins to settle and we start our new lives. Hopefully I can start fresh and try to be a little more honest and outspoken from the get-go about not wanting to date.

"Whatever," Mike says and pulls his hand away. "See you then."

I almost cry in relief when he revs his engine and zooms off down the street. I turn to race inside my house and find Charlie. I need him more than anything right now. Maybe some lentil curry, too. That always hits the spot.

"Charlie?" I call out softly, closing the door behind me. "Dad?"

The place is spotless, but considering it's a rather tiny two bedroom, one bathroom house in a modest part of town it's not that hard to accomplish. We've never had very much in the way of furniture or appliances and being two tidy-minded people helps.

A stack of unopened letters lay on the small, wood kitchen table and I repress a grimace. My career letter is undoubtedly one of those.

"Bella!"

I shriek, startled for a few seconds. Charlie stands behind me, one arm out for a hug and the other delicately holding what looks to be a plate with a piece of vanilla cake.

"Sorry!" he exclaims, reaching forward to envelop me in a tight hug, balancing the plate at the same time. "I should know better than to scare you like that with your doe being so skittish. Oh, Bella. I'm so proud of you. You're a graduate!"

He places the cake down so he can wrap both arms around me. I return it as tightly as I can, needing an anchor after the events this afternoon.

"I'm so proud. Renee would be so proud, too, and look," he gestures to the plate, "I came home from the station a little early to bake."

"Thanks, Dad. You're the best," I whisper into his shoulder, squeezing before pulling away. He doesn't cook. Ever. So for him to do this must've taken a lot of work and patience.

"It's plain so I don't know how it's going to taste. It seemed like the easiest thing to make without burning down the kitchen. If it's terrible I can order in something to celebrate. I was thinking we could have pizza tonight as it's a special occasion." He rummages through the drawers for another plate. "We also need a frame for your graduation certificate. Where is it, by the way?"

I remove my bag and unroll the paper. It's a little creased from my lack of care but it doesn't matter; the paper itself is essentially useless at this point; only good for decoration.

The government's already decided where we're going to end up for the rest of our days and the only ladders we can climb are those directly connected to our career. Like how my dad went from a regular police grunt to Police Chief. A kitchen hand can become a chef. Someone longs for the life of a musician but isn't that great yet? Tough. After processing the results there's no do-overs and no amount of practice or sudden genius will change that. What someone loves can only be their hobby from then on out. Not a career. The government has the best minds at work to make our society the most efficient it can be, after all.

"Right here." I hand it to him and watch with a smile as he sheds a few happy tears that he tries to hide with a quick swipe of his hand.

"This is it then. You're really all grown up. In just a week you'll be leaving me all alone here."

"Oh, Char- Dad, no," I tell him. "Even if I do go away - which might not happen - you know I'll be calling every single day. You'll get so sick of talking to me you'll enjoy the peace and quiet. Besides, seventeen isn't _that _grown up. I'll still need my dad."

He gives me a wobbly smile. No matter what I know he's proud that I made it through high school and most importantly, kept out of the spotlight and away from the eyes of the Fera Control. The rest is just icing.

"And I think you know just how immature I can be." There's a pregnant pause as I wait for him to compose himself. "So, did you make this from scratch?"

I pick the cake slice up by hand - manners forgotten - and take a generous bite. It's actually… really, really good.

"Oh," I moan. "Definitely store bought mix. This is amazing."

He laughs. "You know it's not. I can be a great cook!"

"So modest too!" I laugh. "That must be where I get my humbleness from."

"And your good looks."

I can't deny my looks being good without insulting him directly because he's right. I'm almost the female image of him. Dark, wavy mahogany hair (although mine is long and lacking the strands of white), light brown eyes, and pale skin that burns far too easily. He has a lot of age spots and freckles and I'm more petite in bone structure, of course, but otherwise we're very similar.

The only physical thing that really separates us, besides the obvious like his mustache amongst other male things, is the white splatter of spots that creep up both sides of my neck in perfect synchronisation. I've had them since birth. My fawn spots. Usually once a fawn grows their winter coat they'll lose their spots but mine have never left. Even in doe form Jane has a few spots left here and there along her body.

Any suspicion about the spots is easy enough to handle by telling them it's vitiligo: a human skin condition that makes me lose complete skin pigmentation. It sure looks like it. Thankfully it rarely comes up considering my pale skin hides them easily.

"That too," I say.

He laughs and turns to pick up our very old, wired telephone. "I'll order in some pizza before everyone has the same idea. We'll have an early dinner. Extra meat and cheese on yours?"

"Har-har," I say, getting comfortable in the kitchen chair while adamantly avoiding the letters. Another downside - or upside, depending on how you look at it - to turning into a doe is that I don't have the stomach for meat. Literally. It almost caused my pediatrician to have a heart attack when she saw my grotesquely-shaped stomach through a CT scan when I was eight after coming in for a tummy ache.

Convinced it was some type of tumour she pushed for more tests. Needless to say, Charlie quickly ran with me in tow and, except for some routine vaccines, I haven't been back to the doctor's since.

"It'll be here in twenty." He says after a few minutes. Sitting in the chair opposite mine he looks at me with a mixture of concern and eagerness. "Your career letter came today."

Of course it did. I pointedly ignore both him and the daunting letter pile.

"I'm sorry, Bella," he says softly. "I know how much you enjoyed school and science fairs when you were young. You must hate me for forcing you to dumb yourself down. Especially now that the rest of your life is on the line."

Sometimes I think I do hate him for it, I know I did growing up when he beamed at my report cards featuring straight Cs and Bs, but any hatred is always replaced by guilt for feeling that way. Who knows, maybe I would've asked my child to do the same thing if I thought it'd protect them. Keep them away from interested eyes.

"It's okay. I probably wouldn't have done much better even if I tried my best."

"It's not okay, Bella. No matter what happens in life never think what's happened to you is fair or okay. It's not okay that I had to ask you to do this."

"That's the thing though, Dad. Nothing has happened to me and considering how careful we've been, I doubt anything will happen. There are men out there right now being dissected or god knows what." I shudder violently. "The FC came to my school today."

He stares, slack-jawed and wide-eyed before hissing, "_What_? How did I not hear about this? Dear god, Isabella, please don't tell me someone saw you this morning out in the forest! What the Hell was Control doing there?"

"There's a boy my age who's suspected of being a Fera. I don't know if he is or isn't but it wouldn't matter to _them _would it? It won't stop them for doing horrible things to test for it."

His face tightens as he pinches the bridge of his sharp nose. I've completely ruined the mood. "As long as it wasn't you."

"Dad!"

"No, listen to me. It's tragic what's happening to the men but that isn't your fight. You can't help them. You think of yourself first, okay? I know that young girls are taught to put others before them, to always do the selfless thing, but that's not good advice to give anyone. You put yourself first always. Always, Bella. Especially when it comes to this. In the end you've only got yourself."

I almost laugh. "I love you but you're terrible at trying to sound deep."

"I'm not kidding around. Promise me."

His worry is crystal clear - it's over every part of his face and in the tightness of his bunched muscles. "I promise."

He nods, reaches forward and grasps the bundle of letters. "Yourself first. There's nothing we can do for your friend right now. Ever, really. What we _can _do is deal with this elephant in the room. Do you want to read it or do you want me to?"

"We could read it after pizza." Or never. Either way works for me.

"It's like a band-aid. We'll rip it off fast and be done with it."

"That's a good way to rip off your skin as well," I say without humour. "We could let it soak in warm water until we forget about it and it just disappears."

"Bella." He's unrelenting.

"You read it, please." As much as I don't want to know, the letters are a good distraction from terrible thoughts that want to creep back into my mind.

Wimp.

I hear the envelope opening and I cringe violently, waiting for my future to tumble out of my father's mouth any second. He simply breathes deep for a few long moments as he skims through the letter in it's entirety.

Finally he releases a shuddering breath. "Well, it could be much worse. You're not going to be a courtesan."

"I didn't even know that could've been an option!"

"It's on the tables for a lot of girls and boys, unfortunately. Troubled children, the mentally disabled, and vulnerable ones."

"They can't do that."

He shakes his head. "They can. The industry is too profitable to close down."

My eyebrows shoot up. "So they use the people who need them the most to make their money for them. Humans are revolting."

"Bella..." Charlie looks at me a little puzzled. "_You're _human."

"Not really," I scoff bitterly. "Not human the way it counts to them, we both know this." A terse moment of silence. He seems to be contemplating re-telling me about my birth in graphic detail just so I'm sure that I really did come from a full-blooded Homo Sapien. "So, what am I going to be? Am I leaving town?"

Mentally I cross my fingers for a teacher, trying to shake the image of forced courtesans from my mind. I'm okay with children - I can definitely handle that for the rest of my life.

"A domestic assistant," he says without hesitation.

"_What_?" I grab the letter out of his hand. I read over the contents as fast as I can. A few mentions of someone named Edward Cullen, a manor, departure times and pickup to my new home of Forks in very the middle of the country, monetary compensation. There, near the very bottom in bold letters reads:

**POSITION**: Domestic Assistant.

A _maid_. I'm going to be some rich snob's toilet cleaner.

"It's an honest job, sweetheart." Charlie's calm tone makes me want to yell. It's a fine job, really. I'll be fed and sheltered, without attention from anybody as the help rarely gets noticed. It _is _better than a forced courtesan obviously. "People remember the names of the greatest and worst in society. This middle ground is a blessing in disguise."

"To die in relative obscurity?"

"Absolutely. Acknowledgement is overrated."

"You're right." I ball the letter up in my fist but don't trash it just yet. There's too much information about the rest of my life on there. "It's an honest job."

Charlie looks lost. He comes around behind me as I sink my head into my arms on the table. I feel his hand just hovering over my back as if he's giving me some phantom comforts but unsure what to really do.

"I'm sorry," he whispers and decides on a few short rubs between my shoulder blades.

My breath comes out in shuddering gasps and I know I'm seconds from crying. "Don't be. I'm not… I'm not the sort of person who would've amounted to much, Dad. I know it. The only time I have a backbone is when I'm daydreaming about having one."

"You have a great backbone. It's right here." He taps hard on my spine with one bony finger. "Seems solid to me."

I crack a smile and lift my head up long enough to grab the plate of half-eaten cake and drag it into my arms. I try to eat it with my head half on the table but it's a losing fight.

"I don't want to admit it, but I shed a few tears too, when I read my letter," he says and comes back around to sit in front of me. "It's hard. It's so hard to have your choices taken from you at such a young age. I didn't know what the term 'public servant' meant until my own parents explained it to me. Yes, I felt a lot of shame. A lot of frustration. It wasn't something I ever imagined for myself. But as my mother had said, it was good enough to keep me dry at night and with bread in my stomach."

He pats my hand. "Besides, I met your mother on the line of duty. Rescuing that damsel in distress on the beach was the best thing that ever happened to me. Maybe you're on the exact path you need to be."

"Maybe," I say deadpanned, but inside I feel much lighter. He's right, there's no guarantee that things won't be amazing in the future. Especially if I give them a chance.

"Who knows," he continues. "The man you're working for might be extremely rich, handsome, and desperately single."

"Or maybe the woman I'm working for will be extremely old and wants to buy me jewelry because her grandchildren never visit. Then she'll write me into her will along with her Siamese cats who inherit everything."

"That too."

I wipe at the few tears that fell in self-pity and laugh off as much of the bitterness and resentment as I can.

By the time the pizza is here I'm in much better spirits and lounging on the couch with Charlie. He just talks and talks, aware through some other-level intuition that I'm in no mood for talking myself but I still need the conversation.

He reminisces about my mother, about his own parents, and about my days playing make-believe in the backyard.

"You were trying to play pretend as a big dinosaur with your mother but she gave such an impressive female dino-roar back that you changed to your deer form out of pure fright! At the time it was the scariest thing in the world. You couldn't begin to imagine our surprise - I might have even peed myself a little."

"Dad! You did not. I didn't scare you that badly that you wet yourself, did I?"

"No, I'm teasing. I'm not quite that old yet."

I take a quick glance at the clock, not quite my usual bed time but close enough.

"It's been a crazy day," I say, getting up slowly. Cracking my back I give a half-exaggerated yawn. "I'm going to get an early night."

"Bella…" he cuts off whatever sympathies he was going to give. "Have a good night. I love you."

"I love you, too."

I make my way to my room, barely a few feet away. Everything in here is so close together it's hard to find any privacy. Thankfully I've never had the urge to bring a boy home. Between the paper thin walls and the squished together rooms we wouldn't be able to whisper without Charlie hearing.

I fall back onto my soft bed and try not to wallow in a pit of undeserved self-pity as I think about my future.

I just pray that the house owner - this Edward Cullen - is kind and not the sort that takes sadistic pleasure in ordering people around. Some rich man on a power trip. I suppose I'll know in a week when I arrive.

Laying my pillow over my face I try to contain the sounds as I cry myself to sleep.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: **Thanks for reading, constructive criticism and comments are always appreciated.


	4. Last Week of Freedom

We start to pack the very next morning.

"What does the letter say to bring?" Charlie asks as he drags out a very ugly, old suitcase from his room. "I don't remember it saying anything when I skimmed it."

I take another quick glance at the letter but like before, it says nothing about what I have to bring with me, or what my duties are, or what to expect when I arrive. I know what career letters look like; they made us read through quite a few in school to prepare us, but all the examples I've read were heavy on the details of the job. This one has absolutely nothing.

"It doesn't say a thing."

It's confusing, but it doesn't really matter. Thanks to my school bringing in compulsory uniforms to wear, I've never needed many clothes and we've never had that much money to buy knick-knacks. Nearly everything I own fits without too much trouble into the suitcase and I zip it up with a huff.

"There. All done."

Charlie runs his finger over the edge of the suitcase. "I didn't realise how little you had."

"I didn't pack up everything, I still have a couple of clothes left for the week."

"It's not that, Bella." He pauses for a long while, his eyes almost sorrowful as he stares down to the suitcase. With a careful hand he unzips it again and picks up a few of my items; jeans, toiletries, converse shoes. "There's nothing in here of any valuable. Nothing to remember me or your mother by. It's all just... so worthless."

"I don't need any trinket to remember you by. My memories are much more valuable than any jewelry or keepsake."

"Tell me that again in the future when you need some old rings to pawn off to pay your gambling debts."

"I can pay off my own gambling debts, thank you very much," I laugh, although my smile feels forced. I'm going to miss him so much. Besides mum, he's the only one who knows about my Fera form which meant I could vent to him at any moment I needed. Now it'll be just me and my own voice in my head for company when I have to rant about the injustices of the world. The newspaper headlines and the political debates that make my stomach roll in fear. I'd be content with being able to speak to my doe while in human form if it were possible, even if all she does is worry about every sound made and talk about how great leaves and fruit taste.

"I'm really going to miss you, Dad," I mumble, taking his hands off my suitcase so I can hug him. "I don't know if I can do this without you."

"Of course you can, kiddo. You're strong." He hug back is tighter than ever but I don't even care if it leaves bruises. "And you'll be going to Forks! The capital of the country. That's exciting, isn't it?"

"Yeah. It is."

"You promised to call everyday too, remember?"

"I don't know if I _promised _that but I definitely will." Actually, now that I think about it there might be a limit on phone calls at Cullen's manor. Best not to let Charlie know that every day might really be every week. "Or try to."

"That's a promise, then," he insists. I simply nod my head in agreement.

He leaves for the police station around the middle of the day - a perk of being the chief is that he can come and go somewhat freely unless there's a real emergency.

"Call me if there's any trouble," he says as he throws his police jacket on at the door. "Or if you need to talk. I'd love to spend the entire week with you but I have to make sure the station's still upright."

"No problem, I've been to your work before. I know how it can easily become a mess without you there, but be here for dinner tonight. I'm making alfredo. Otherwise I can just save you some." As I see him to his car - something I haven't done since I was seven and holding my mother's hand - I notice another familiar car sitting just a few meters down from our driveway. Mike 'I can't take a hint' Newton.

He's just sitting there, staring at us from behind slightly tinted windows. Charlie doesn't notice as he hops in his wagon and drives away with a quick wave. I stand at the front of my door for a few seconds, staring Mike right back with a quizzical look. What's he doing?

It takes nearly an entire minute before he jumps out and heads towards me, a large smile lighting up his face.

"Hey Bella!" he calls out cheerfully.

"Hi?" It comes out more of a question. I wait until he's right in front of me. "What are you doing here?"

"I thought I'd surprise you to take you out to lunch. If I asked you first you'd probably make up an excuse."

Damn, I definitely would've used the 'I'm sick' excuse with him. No other excuses come immediately to mind to get out of this conversation.

Double damn.

"Oh, okay. Is Angela or Jessica coming?"

I mentally groan as he shakes his head curtly. Of course not. I'm never that lucky. "I asked them but they're both too busy getting ready to leave for their new jobs. So it'll just be the two of us. Are you ready to leave now or do you want me to come in and wait?"

Neither. I glance down at my raggedy shirt and jeans with a shrug. This guy either has the memory of a goldfish or doesn't care that I told him I'm not comfortable being alone with men. Even if that was a _slight_ lie. "I'm okay to leave now."

_Just get this over with, _I tell myself. _Last lunch with him forever._

* * *

><p>He takes me in his car to an old restaurant aptly named 'Five Cent Food' that the four of us used to visit after school in our earlier days. The food, while not five cents, is cheap enough for even the poorest of school children who want some kind of faux fine dining.<p>

"Thanks," I say as he pulls out my chair for me at a table. "I haven't been here in ages."

"Me too. I figured reminiscing over old times would be nice. So, now that we're both settled in, tell me. What modelling agency booked you?"

I fidget with the salt shakers on the table, trying and failing to find a way around the question. I'm not embarrassed about my position but I don't want him to know what it is either. I don't want him to know anything about me.

"This might sound crazy," I start with a breathy laugh, "but I'm not really sure what my career is. My letter was really vague. Unfortunately not a model, though."

"What do you mean by vague?"

"Vague. It didn't have much detail to it. I don't know. Maybe they're trying to keep it classified and I'll know when I leave."

"Hm." He looks skeptical and clearly doesn't believe a word I'm saying. Perhaps he _is _smarter than I give him credit for. Signaling for a waiter Mike orders both of our meals and drinks without asking what I want first. "Do you want to know what mine is?"

"Of course!" I say with far too much enthusiasm in an attempt to get the conversation off me.

He doesn't notice, instead he puffs out his chest proudly and says, "I'm headed down to Forks. They want me to be part of their military program. Apparently I'm one of the few in the entire country that's in best physical shape for it with a perfect combination of ultimate strength and stamina for running or hiking long distances."

He rolls up his sleeves on his shirt. "Feel my bicep."

"No thank you," I decline politely. He leans over and thrusts his bicep right into my face.

"Feel it."

I pat along his arm where I think the bicep runs and give a sound of what I hope is appreciation. I can't feel any real definition. He's built like a solid log – they're what I'd call tree trunk arms. Is it muscle or fat? Who knows. "Very nice. I can see why they chose you for the military."

He leans back with a self-satisfied smirk. "So, where are you headed?"

"Numjen," I lie instantly. There is no way on Earth I'd tell Mike that we're both going to the same location for possibly the rest of our lives. The only people that fact matters to is future partners, friends, and family - none of which I want to be with him.

"That's as far away from Forks as you can be," he says with a frown.

"Yeah." I try to look put out and saddened about the fact. It'd be a lot harder to pull off if I _was _moving to Numjen rather than the exact same city as him. Luckily it's a big enough place that I should be able to avoid him easily, especially since I'm being housed at the Cullen's manor and don't have to roam the streets to search for apartments and food.

"How often do you think you'll be able to travel?" he asks none too subtly.

I shrug casually and pick tiny bits of lint off my shirt to steady my hands. "Probably not often, but like I said, my letter was really vague."

"I won't be able to travel for _pleasure_ when I'm stationed at the military camp," he continues. "So, it's either you come see me or we'll only have this week together."

I'm sure he'll figure out which one it is when I never see his smug face again. How a man can develop such an extraordinary ego I'll never know. After sending him a half smile we sit in silence until our food arrives. I suppose Mike's not all bad, he at least ordered me something without meat.

As I poke the soggy salad around the bowl with my fork I hear a voice exclaim from behind, "No way!"

Jessica and her on-again off-again boyfriend Tyler are standing right behind us with shocked looks on their faces. "I didn't think he'd ever be able to pull it off but here you two are. Bella and Mike. On a date!"

"It's not a date," I say quickly as my face heats up. Sending Mike a death glare I continue, "He told me he invited you and Angela."

Jessica'a smile becomes a sly smirk and she leans over me to hit Mike on the shoulder. "You sneaky little prick. You lied to get her alone, did you? Well fun's over, Tyler pull that table over here. We'll make this a double date."

As Tyler runs off to do her bidding she sits down on the edge of our table. The plates and cutlery fly up from the extra weight before smashing back down noisily. "You won't believe what I scored for a job."

Mike and I wait patiently for her to continue. Judging from his stormy expression though his silence is likely not from polite waiting but annoyance from her interrupting our 'date'.

Her eyes dart between us in anticipation. She doesn't wait for us to start guessing and blurts out, "A fashion designer! Can you believe that!"

"Wow, congratulations," I say with a small smile. "Do you have to leave here for that?"

"Nope! I get to stay right here. I mean, I'm starting out as a fashion designer's assistant but obviously I'm going to be the designer in a few years or so. They wrote 'assistant' because I'd have to learn the ropes. No-one starts at the very top, of course, it always takes time. Then they won't be able to ignore my talents and I might even get to move countries! I'll be famous and you can tell everyone you knew a famous designer in high school."

"That's fantastic. I'm really happy for you."

"Thanks," she says. She yanks another table's chair and drags it right up next to me. "I hope I get rich fast. My dad just blew through over one hundred _thousand _dollars yesterday so we're almost completely broke. The stupid idiot. How am I supposed to make a good first impression with cheap, off the shelf clothing?"

I remember Jessica's dad from the few sleepovers I've had with her over the years. A thick, bushy beard and caring eyes, he had always asked whether I was okay or had enough food at dinners. He was the sort of man who went out of his way to make me feel at home and always made vegetarian alternatives. The comfort I felt in his presence was instant, probably helped by the fact that he reminded me strongly of my own father.

"One hundred thousand?" Tyler huffs out as he sits down opposite her after pulling the tables together. "What the hell costs that much these days? A monster truck?"

"The idiot joined the Hunter Squad for this year's Hunt. It's been his dream for decades apparently to play with the rich boys and their high tech hunting gear so he just went for it. I told him he's way too old for this mid-life crisis impulse buys."

The boys crack up with laughter while I sit stonily in my chair. I'm disappointed, the feeling shoots through me in a heartbeat before I can stop it, but I can't say I'm surprised. This is exactly the reason why I can't trust anyone - I can't let them close to me. The reason nearly every word out of my mouth is a lie. No matter how kind the humans are to me, it's always conditional kindness. If they ever found out... If Jessica's dad knew what I was during a sleepover I'd have been sleeping in a ditch outside somewhere instead of a nice warm sleeping bag.

"As much as I hate the animals I'd never spend that sort of money on them. Even if it _was _to blow their brains right out of their skulls," Mike spits angrily. "The best way to really stick it to them is to buy a nice place and bang a lot of girls there. It's a death sentence for them to get anywhere near our women like that so you know their balls must be blue as hell."

"C'mon, man," Tyler says in disgust. "I'm about to order food. I don't want to hear about gross feral sex."

"Imagine them doing it doggy style with each other. The 'Alpha' -" he uses bunny quotes with an exaggerated drawl, "- dominating all his boy bitches. That'd be allowed and hilarious to watch."

"Dude!" They both laugh and Jessica simply rolls her eyes at them.

"Boys. What about you, Bella?" she says likely in an attempt to talk about something other than Fera sex.

I turn to her wide eyed. "Me? What about me? I'd never want to participate in that thing as a Hunter."

"Not that." Another eye roll. "You can't anyway. It's a men only sport because rules don't apply. If the Hunters weren't equipped with such powerful gear the ferals would have a chance to actually do some damage – even kill one of the humans. Could you imagine? There'd be riots if the freaks managed to kill a human woman hunter in there. The government might even cancel the Hunt entirely. No, I meant what about your letter. What'd it say?"

I recite the exact same thing I said to Mike and unfortunately Tyler and Jessica believe me as much as he did.

"Let me see the letter," she demands, one hand out impatiently.

"I didn't bring it with me but I know what it said. Just let it go."

"No. You must've read it wrong. It's either that or you're too ashamed of what you're doing to tell me." Her face lights up in sadistic glee at the thought. "Oh, that's it, isn't it? _You _got the job as a janitor."

"No I didn't," I snap more briskly than ever before. Suddenly I just can't handle these people anymore and I stand. "I don't want to talk about this anymore. Mike, can you take me home? I've lost my appetite."

"I'll take you home when you tell us what you really got," he says. Waving a hand towards my chair he invites me to sit back down without a word.

I don't.

I head straight out the front door and make the long journey back home on foot.

* * *

><p>I spend the rest of my week of freedom with Charlie, who I've been trying to call 'Dad' every second I can because it makes him happy. Some days it feels more like I'm trying to make his last days on Earth happy rather than spending time with him because I'm growing up and moving out to start my new life.<p>

"You leave tomorrow," he says over dinner on our last night together. He's been saying something similar every night for the last week.

"Yep," I nod sulkily. I wish he'd stop reminding me, seeing my empty room and wearing the same clothes every day has been more than enough of a reminder. It's just been him and me as well for the entire week. Since the argument - if it could even be called that despite how small it was - with me and the others I haven't been in contact with them, and they haven't tried to contact me. We're all probably too busy to bother with petty, teenage dramas.

"I went out to the jewelers before coming home." He stands and walks over to his police satchel.

"Oh, Dad. You didn't," I say as he pulls out a long, thin black box from the bag.

My eyes water when he gently hands it to me. With a little trepidation I open the velvet box and release a small gasp upon the sight of the long, delicate chain laying inside. It's beautifully feminine, gorgeous, and much too expensive for someone on his salary.

"Dad?" I whisper. "How... You know I didn't... I love it. Thank you so much."

Charlie's a proud man of little means and I know this wasn't an easy purchase for him, so I tamper down any and all thoughts of protest that cross my mind and accept the beautiful necklace with sincere appreciation. I pick it up softly, so very carefully, and drape it over my left hand. The gold is wonderfully cold. At the very end of the chain I notice hangs a small pendant: stag antlers.

"Now, I know you're not a boy," Charlie starts when I pick up the pendant to examine it closer. "But I saw the antlers and really thought of you. My daughter, the beautiful doe. I bought it so whenever you saw this you'd remember how proud I am of you. No matter what you decide to call yourself."

I give him a wet kiss on the cheek while hugging him and ask him to put the necklace on me.

"It's beautiful," I say softly when I glance at my reflection in the mirror. The chain elongates my already slim neck, giving it the graceful outline not unlike that of a swan. "But I may not be able to wear it at work."

"Then you can keep it hidden in your room."

No, if I can't wear it while cleaning then I'll keep in it my pocket. I never want to part with such a beautiful gift.

* * *

><p>The platform for the train leaving town the next day is fairly crowded with families saying goodbye to their children, tourists, and the general public. Thankfully I don't see Mike anywhere in the crowd despite his assurance that he's leaving for Forks as well. Maybe the military was able to pick him up in style.<p>

As a maid there's no way I'd have the luxury of someone coming all the way to my small town to bring me to Forks in a limousine or car. Instead I've been given the time I need to get on the train so that I arrive at the capital promptly, because although I need the train to get to Forks, I've been generously given a chauffeur for the fifteen minute ride directly to the manor from the station.

I stand with my suitcase in one hand and my father's hand in my other as we wait for the train to come in. The butterflies are going crazy in my stomach, which in turn is making me slightly tingly, dizzy, and nauseous but I push that far, far down. I can't run away from this now. Both Charlie and I could get into a lot of trouble if I did and I'm not willing to risk his safety for my own fears of the unknown.

_Things might be great, _I try to reassure myself. _New chapter in your life. Fresh start._

At a quarter to one, the train finally pulls in to the station and I let go of Charlie to clutch at my suitcase with extremely sweaty hands. It almost tumbles out of my grip through the wetness of my palms alone. A single whistle sounds out from the train after all the departing passengers get off.

"All aboard!" the station master calls out. "The W8 express line heading straight to Forks' station!"

"Bella, wait," Charlie murmurs before I can take a step towards my train. "You have to remember..."

"To never forget you. I won't, Dad."

"Not that," he whispers, leaning in uncomfortably close so others can't catch our words. "Don't ever switch forms. You don't have the privacy of the forest there. There's no protection. I'm not Police Chief there in case anything goes wrong, so don't risk it at any time. When you come back for the holidays you can head back down to the Reservation to switch but not a moment before."

"I won't, Dad," I whisper just as softly. "I can't control her anyway, I wouldn't risk my future on her."

He nods solemnly and takes a step back, ushering me to get on the train before it leaves. Without hesitation I drop my suitcase to step forward and hug him one last time.

"I love you," I say softly. "I'll call you all the time if I can. I promise."

"I know. I love you too, kiddo. Also call me if this Cullen character even looks at you the wrong way. I'll set him straight."

"Sure, Dad."

With only a single look back to him I drag my suitcase onto the train and find an empty row of seats to wait out the long journey to Forks. As the train pulls out of the station I catch a glimpse of Charlie, fat tears rolling down his cheeks, waving goodbye from the platform in my general direction. He can't see my through the window panes so trying to wave back would be in vain. I try to settle back into my seat and not think about him, not think about how alone he'll feel when he drives back to an empty house and order pizzas in for dinner. Not think about anything except my destination.

Forks. My new home.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: **Thanks for reading. Slow start to the story but things begin picking up rather fast from here.


	5. New Arrival

"Last call for passengers departing at Forks' station!"

I'm abruptly pulled out of my deep sleep by the loud, blaring voice on the intercom and stumble off my seat – still half asleep in that drowsy in-between state – to quickly grab at my suitcase. Struggling for a few seconds I manage to get it down from the overhead compartment and race through the couple of people that are lingering about in the train's hallway.

"Excuse me! Sorry," I mumble as I bump into a few of them. My legs feel too numb to gracefully avoid them. "Sorry. _Sorry_! _Oomph!"_

I trip on my way out and land in a heap on the station platform. A few people turn my way, either smiling in amusement at my unusual clumsiness, or turning away in second-hand embarrassment for me. With a bright red face I gingerly stand up and pat myself down.

Not a great first impression in my new city.

As I right myself, and pick up my suitcase, I scan the area for what to do next. My letter said I'd be meeting someone in the station to take me to the manor but how do I find them? After a good minute of standing around doing absolutely nothing I start to head to where the biggest crowd is.

"Excuse me?" I ask one someone who's wearing some type of uniform and looks official. "Do you know how I can get to the Cullen manor?"

"I don't know where that is, Ma'am," he responds. "But just outside the station, about three hundred metres that way, is a taxi rank. It's roughly twenty dollars for a ten minute ride."

"Oh. I... I didn't bring any money with me."

"You don't have any money at all?" the uniformed man says with a frown. He scans over me, probably taking in my very cheap clothing and favourite but worn pair of converse shoes. "I can't help you then. Try somewhere else."

I thank him with an uneasy smile and continue to search around the station. As I near the exit, on the opposite side of the platform, I see a small, pale woman with black hair styled short, who has her head down on a table as though she's taking a short nap. I can see she's not sleeping as her head is rocking back and forth along the table top. She's dressed professionally and as I get closer I can hear her groaning and mumbling in nonsensical tones.

"Excuse me, are you all right?" I ask in concern as I near.

Her head snaps up, her full face of makeup just slightly running, and there's a streak of inky black smudges smeared across her forehead from whatever she was resting on. Looking down at where her head was I make out the very smudged scrawl of my name on a sheet of thick white cardboard.

"Hey!" I exclaim in surprise. "That's me. Isabella Swan."

"_You're _Isabella Swan?" she says, looking me up and down. "No kidding?"

"No kidding. Are you who I'm supposed to meet to get to Mr. Cullen's manor?"

"Yes!" she cries out and jumps up spritely. Her short hair sticks up in various places making it look like she's been electrocuted. "Where have you _been_? I've been waiting for you, holding that sign up with a smile, for over two hours. My jaw is aching something fierce!"

I gesture towards the area where the train just took off while she rubs her jaw. "I only got here a few minutes ago! I was told to come at this time. I was just following what the letter said. I'm sorry, I would've come earlier but I was trying to be here at the right time."

"Relax. It's no biggie," she says, stretching out with a yawn. "Mistakes happen. I'm Alice by the way. The chef of your new home." She holds out a dainty hand which I shake instantly.

"Hi, Alice. I'm Isabella, as you know already," I ramble. "You can call me Bella. By the way, you have a bit of black on your forehead."

She rubs fiercely at her head. It doesn't budge. "All gone?"

As I shake my head she shrugs her shoulders. "Oh well. I'll just have to make it a fashion statement. Follow me!"

"So, you're the house chef as well as Mr. Cullen's driver?" I pick up my suitcase and follow her out of the train station and towards her very expensive looking car.

"There's no real need for a driver as hardly anybody comes and goes, but I frequently need to go to the market place for recipe ingredients. The amount of food I need to cook to feed everyone is disgusting, and I'm possibly the only one in the house trust worthy enough to use the car to go buy everything so it's a big responsibility."

Alice helps me lug my heavy suitcase up into the back of the car and opens the front door for me to slide in. The black leather seats let my body sink right into their firmly cushioned depths. The car has so many screens and buttons that I don't attempt to figure out what they're all for but it's clear that this car must cost as much as Charlie's entire house.

"Where exactly is the manor?" I ask Alice after she slides in and buckles up. "My letter wasn't very specific."

She revs up the engine, which purrs magnificently and simply lets it sit, thrumming underneath us softly for a few seconds. "Sorry, Bella, I can't say."

"You can't say?"

"I'm under a confidentiality agreement to not disclose the exact location but trust me, the minute we're there you'll know it. It won't take very long."

"A confidentiality agreement just for its location? I don't have to put on a blindfold so I don't know where we're going, do I?"

"No no," she laughs lightly. "Nothing like that. Don't be nervous, this is just how standard government contracts work. I've signed off on so many of them it's hard to keep track but they're all the same."

If anything, her words of encouragement make me that much more nervous. Government contracts? "I hope this doesn't sound rude, but why would a chef need to sign so many contracts?"

"I do have a life outside of work, you know."

My face burns and I stammer out an apology.

"I'm teasing you," she laughs again. Her laugh is light and airy, like bell chimes that whistle during summer. "Tell you what, I'll tell you all about my contracts tomorrow night over dinner after you've settled in."

"Great. Tomorrow night then. I don't have to pay for dinner, right?"

Giving me a quick glance she half smiles. "You'll definitely be paying for your dinner through your work, but no. You generally won't need any money for things in the... the house. Food, blankets, tampons, all paid for with your sweat and then there's your very small allowance which won't be much but after a while you'll be able to buy small fun things. I usually get makeup and clothes – I can never think of anything else I need or want."

When I nod, she turns up the music – some type of electronic house music that I'll never be able to get into because of my sensitive hearing – and blasts the air conditioner. I settle back into the plush leather and let the rhythm of the road and the pulsing techno music calm my nerves as I take in the scenery.

Forks in comparison to my home town is a lot more modern. The buildings stand extremely tall with reflective windows and skyscrapers. People walk down both sides of the streets in suits and pencil skirts, all talking away or messaging on their phones. However it doesn't take too long before the businesses, tall buildings, and urban scenes are replaced with tall trees, rocky dirt paths, and crumbling shacks that barely pass for houses. The trees that shoot up into the sky remind me so strongly of back home that for a split second I get an unfamiliar pang of home sickness.

I wish it was Charlie driving me in.

"Almost there!" Alice says cheerfully a while later. We're still on the rocky dirt path and there's now no houses, buildings, or residences in sight. There are trees and forestry around us but unlike at the Reservation back home, these trees look very artificial the more I take notice of them –_ too _perfect – and purposely placed. Somebody has designed this forest with care but didn't bother to make them look very inviting. In fact, I distinctly get the impression that the designer wanted people to stay away from this place. My doe definitely doesn't want to go for a frolic amongst the trees here. It's the sort of dark forest that fairy tale witches live in to lure in unsuspecting children.

"Are you sure?" I ask, knowing it's a stupid question as soon as it leaves my mouth. Of course she's sure, she'd have done this a hundred times.

It only take five or so more minutes before the dirt road becomes smooth concrete and the trees thin out ever so slightly. While it still doesn't look very inviting, the sun gives the fake forest some life and warmth through the canopy.

"Here we are," Alice says as we pull up to a very large, modern gate complete with cameras and monitors. The gate extends left and right as far as my eyes can see. A barrier between my old life and my new one.

A woman's face appears on one of the monitors, haggard and worn, but I pay no attention to her or Alice as they start talking. I'm in far too much awe of the mansion that lays beyond the gates.

Mansion itself is too soft of a word to use for this monstrosity. It's far from a manor – it's a castle. The size of a small town all on its own. It looms far in the distance but even from here I can see it's made of large slabs of stone so completely different to the bricks that make up regular houses.

This is what I'm to help clean? It will take me a week just to move from one side of it to the other, let alone scrub its floors and its thousands of windows. Mr. Cullen must employ hundreds of staff at the very least to keep it running.

"Pretty amazing, isn't it?" Alice giggles as the gate opens up.

"That's one way to put it." It gets even bigger as we drive forward. "This all belongs to one man? What on Earth does he need so much space for?"

"He doesn't need this much space, really. Even for what he does it's too much. We all like to joke that he's just compensating." She gives me a sly wink.

"Compensating? For what?" I ask in confusion.

_Oh_. It hits me a second too late and I flush in embarrassment.

"My, you're cute," she says with a small laugh. "You'll fit right in. Anyone gives you trouble you send them right to me." She tries to flex with one arm, keeping the other on the wheel.

She's no bodybuilder but she has a respectable amount of muscles on her otherwise small frame. A very small bulge on her bicep pops up.

"Thank you," I tell her sincerely. So far one-hundred percent of the people I've met that I'll be working with don't hate me. It's a good start. Plus, from the short time I've been with her I really want Alice to like me, she seems like she has the makings to be a great friend. At least until she starts bad mouthing Feras as all humans tend to do. "Do you think there'll be much trouble?"

We make it to the front of the… manor-slash-castle and she cuts off the engine before turning to fully face me. "Absolutely not. I was kidding. You have nothing to fear in here so long as you obey the rules. That's very important, okay? Follow the rules."

"Follow the rules. Got it."

"I'm serious, Bella. Don't follow them to the best you can, follow them to the letter. What the Master lacks in patience he makes up for in temper."

"The Master? You mean Mr. Cullen? Do I have to call him that?" I ask, barely containing a shudder. The word fits the old-timely feel of the place but the doe in me is kicking up a storm at the thought of calling any human male her master. I shove her back down into that unknown place she resides in.

"He enjoys it," Alice shrugs.

She unlocks the car doors and I gingerly hop out, peeling my sticky top off the leather that it's stuck to. Now that I'm right in front of the place, I can see the grime coating the windows and the stray vines crawling up the cracks in the stone. There's no garden or grass around the front surrounding the driveway, just dirt and gravel. Craning my head upwards it's obvious the top section is in even worse shape.

This place definitely needs some upkeep. I have my work cut out for me.

"I've got your bag," Alice calls out. "You go ahead and ring the doorbell."

Facing the door it's clear even that is going to be a struggle. There are so many gadgets on the thing I'm a little afraid to even try.

My finger hovers over one of them, the one that looks the most round and pressable, when the door swings inwards and a man's tall body fills my vision.

"Who are you?" he demands, his eyes narrowing. "What are you doing here?"

A man that handsome with his tall, slim build and perfectly sculptured face shouldn't be so intimidating and yet here I am, more nervous than I've ever been just at the sound of his voice. His presence is so dominating and more than a little scary.

My Fera instincts knows the difference between dominance in a male that's protective and safe, and dominance that's cruel, brutish and aggressive. Whatever this man is all of those instincts are screaming that he's not the safe kind and they've never steered me wrong before.

I try to point to Alice to show I'm not alone. "My name's Isabella Swan. I'm the new domestic assistant? I'm here to see Mr. Cullen."

His narrowed, dark eyes give my body a once over and his mouth twists into a grimace that completely ruins his god-like good looks. "I wasn't expecting you for several more hours."

There's an awkward pause and it takes all my willpower not to shuffle. "Oh. I'm sorry?"

He scoffs and gestures behind him with his head. "You're pretty enough, I suppose. Well, get in here then. There's work to do. I'm not going to feed you if you can't pull your weight."

Work already? There's always the customary one-week adjustment period for students who had to travel away from home. Considering we'll be here for the majority of our lives I think they could at least give us that week to settle in.

"Okay," I say meekly as he gives me enough room to maneuver inside.

What a mind trip. While the outside is dirty, grimy, and has the look of a medieval castle the inside is absolutely clean and modern. A few people are rushing around and the faint hum of electricity covers the area from hanging wires. High above on the ceiling are two surveillance cameras and the few doors I can see from here, connected to the foyer, are made from a type of metal or steel.

"My name is Edward Cullen but you will call me Master. Do you understand?" Edward asks, closing the door with a thud behind me.

_This is Edward Cullen? _I cover my gasp with a smile. He's much younger than I thought he'd be. Late twenties would be my guess, and I'd also guess that he's inherited this place from his parents. No way could anyone under thirty afford such luxuries.

I nod quickly. "Yes."

"Yes…?"

"Um, yes, M-Master?" Bile crawls up my throat at his look of triumph.

"Better. Now, do you have a preferred name, Isabella?"

"Oh, yes. Most people call me Bella so I'd prefer that, please."

He reaches forward to run a long, cold finger through the bottom of my loose curls. "Yes, I remember your profile now, _Isabella_. It claimed you were obedient to authority, that you were able to take orders well. Is this true?"

Silently nodding I'm able to get my hair free by pretending to look around. He may be surprisingly handsome and obviously rich, but his touch sends shivers of disgust through me and even Jane Doe wants to break free in terror at his nearness. The way he refuses to use the name I prefer also makes my toes curl. Jerk.

"Good. Follow me." He strides forward to begin climbing the marble staircase directly in front of us. It's beautiful but quickly loses its charm halfway up. I'm too unfit for this many stairs. How can Cullen do it so effortlessly?

"Your profile also mentioned specifically that you weren't very bright," Edward continues half way up, not at all out of breath. "Is this also true?"

I try not to grit my teeth in anger as I huff out, "That is true, sir."

He stops suddenly on a step to face me and I grab at the rail to balance myself.

"Not minutes here and already you test my limits, girl. It said you were docile, especially to authority and _I'm _the authority here."

I don't say anything, too bewildered to speak. What does he want from me? My silence must anger him because the next second he grabs my jaw hard enough to bruise. I dig my fingernails into the railing in order not to take a step back and break my neck.

"I'm not sir," he hisses low. "Say it."

Taking a not-so-wild guess I'm able to whimper out a pathetic, "Master?"

He lets go of me and continues his ascent up as if nothing happened. I look back at a few of the other staff who gathered to watch the new girl get put in her place. They give a weary smile and nod before scurrying off. Apparently this mustn't be too uncommon.

It takes several seconds before I'm able to catch my breath enough to follow him up.

_You can do this, _I tell myself. _He's simply a narcissist – that much is clear. Just call him Master, kiss his arse, and everything will be fine. Follow the rules. Follow the rules._

The first floor of the mansion is decorated much like the ground level. Lots of wires, a bit of electric humming, steel doors and steel cameras. It's also impeccably clean. For a moment I let myself hope that I'm not even needed here, that Edward will realise there's more than enough people to clean his precious manor and I'll be sent home. Hope is a dangerous thing though and I push down the thought of leaving.

We pass one room with its door wide open and I deliberately fall behind to snoop.

A man sits at a sleek desk with three large monitors propped up along it. I don't understand what's on two of them, some type of running script or code, along with a virtual map of the entire country, but the first screen shows flashes of news reports from different stations switching every few seconds. The news reports don't stay on the screen long enough for me to see what they're about so I don't bother lingering.

I catch up to the boss before he realises I've fallen behind to snoop. I already know from our short time together that he's the sort of man who would happily punish a servant girl and I won't give him any more opportunities to do so with me unless they're completely necessary. This is my fresh start and I'm not going to let him ruin it.

We walk in relative silence with only the sound of background noise and shoes clicking between us. I keep my head low and posture submissive, just in case he turns around wanting to display some more aggressive behaviour. I'm so _tired _of human men and their aggression.

It takes a few minutes until we stop when he leads me into a study-like area. Beautifully decorated with wood, pine, and antique furniture the room is cozy and a far cry from the modernized sections outside. There's not even a single security camera in here - it feels more like some remote cabin out in the middle of nowhere free from all technologies of the outside world.

Suddenly I'm very nervous. Why would such a man bring a new working girl into a camera-less room?

I try to take a step back but can feel him hovering right behind me. "Move forward."

With an intimate hand on my lower back Edward pushes me forward towards his desk as he moves around it to the other side. Clicking open one of the drawers he pulls out a stack of paper and drops it. It hits the wood with a loud bang, not bouncing at all because of the sheer weight from it.

"Sign it," Edward orders, holding out a fancy calligraphy pen. "Then I'll take you on a tour of where you'll be working and living. Nothing happens until your name's on this."

I pick up the stacks of paper. God, it's massive; I can barely hold it up. Thumbing through the papers quickly nothing seems to stick out on what it's about. It's full of technical jargon and rights and 'henceforth's and 'hereby's.

"Can I take this with me to read before I sign it?" I ask, knowing immediately doing so is a mistake. I shouldn't give this man any leeway to say no. "I can't sign this without reading what it's about first."

His teeth grind together. "It's a standard confidentiality clause stating you won't go around talking your mouth off about things you see or hear in here."

"Why would you need this? What could a maid mouth off about?"

I flip through as much as I can, absorbing all the information possible in case he decides to pull it away and fake my signature anyway. Opening it to another random page in the middle something catches my eye that makes me gasp.

_Homo-Feras. Animals. Enclosures. Control._

"What's this about?" I whisper, leaning so close to read it that my long hair skims the table. "Feras? Why are those… those animals mentioned in a confidentiality clause?"

Sweat beads my forehead as the possibilities of it starts to become a reality. No, no, no. Does this man work for the FC? Does he control the organisation? A castle-mansion like this doesn't come cheap. Does he finance the Hunts?

"Sign it," Edward repeats harshly through clenched teeth, forcing the pen in my shaking grip and closing my fingers around it tight. He presses my head down closer to the paper until my nose almost touches it. "Then we'll play nice and talk."

"Please, I'll sign it, I just want to read it first. I need to understand what I'm signing."

He pushes my head down and back up in jerking motions, keeping pressure of my neck, almost like he's trying to shake sense into me.

"The _help_ doesn't get the luxury of understanding anything."

His unrelenting grip tightens and I cry out in pain.

"Sign it."

I obey, shakily signing my name away on the dotted line.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: **Thanks for reading.


	6. A Living Nightmare

"Good girl."

He straightens and backs away from me, smoothing back his perfectly gelled hair. Shoving the documents back into the drawers without any concern he snaps it shut and locks it.

"Now for the tour," he says. His fast changing moods between passive and aggressive is making my head spin. "This way. Quick, quick."

He allows me only a moment to collect myself before urging me back out into the hallway. My head's still spinning and the world seems fuzzy. The walls both loom and turn as though I'm on a ship and my wobbling legs make it hard to stand.

"This is the first floor of my manor," he says. His voice sounds like it's underwater. "You're not allowed up here without _my _express permission. Nor are you allowed on any floors above this one."

I nod, unwilling to open my mouth in case my breakfast tumbles out. I follow his route back downstairs, gripping the staircase's rail with all my might until my knuckles turn bone white.

"And this is the ground floor. You'll have breakfast, lunch, and dinner here. Eating times are at six, twelve, six. If you miss those times you don't eat, it's very simple. I like order here, as you will quickly find. You can also shower on this floor, and clean your laundry and uniform, which has already been laid out on your bed." He gives me a stern look. "All essentials come out of your pay, as do your food, board, laundry powder and anything you deem to use. So do _not _think you can waste a single item I see fit to give you or I'll have it removed. I'm not unwillingly to remove food privileges if you need punishment, so lets not bring it to that."

"Yes, Master," I manage to croak out.

"The kitchens," he continues, ignoring me completely and pointing in a general direction. "The eating hall is over there, women's showers are down that corridor, the general laundry room is passed the showers and the entertainment room for staff is over there. The rest of this floor is off limits. Any questions?"

I have no idea where any of those rooms actually are but I don't want to ask him about it - I'm sure I can find my way when I need them. "Where is my room and the bathroom? What exactly is my job here?"

What rights did I just sign away?

His smile – with his _perfect _white teeth – turns nasty. "One question at a time. Your bathroom is connected to your room and that would be on the first level underneath this one."

"Underneath?"

"Underneath. Will that be a problem?"

I shake my head quickly. Hopefully the underneath levels are for servants and he'll never want to come down there. If I'm really lucky, I might never see him again after this tour.

"Good. Follow me."

He leads me down to an offside area with a single elevator in its wall. Compared to the rest of the rooms the elevator looks ancient. Dangerous. His thin finger punches at the closest button.

"Ladies first," he says, as the elevator doors ding open. I hop in and leave as much room as I can between us. He hovers a white card over a sensor and presses the button for level -1.

"You'll have one of these waiting for you in your room so you can use the elevator," he continues. "It's monitored of course, so we know exactly where you're going and when. We also monitor the weight of the passengers in the elevator so don't get any hair brain ideas."

Like what, getting pregnant? Eating too much at breakfast?

When the doors re-open the first thing that hits is the stench. The completely foul, almost unbreathable stink that fills the air. I gag, covering my mouth and nose entirely but it's no good, I can still smell it.

I breathe through my mouth but instead _taste _the pungent odour.

"I would say you get used to it, but that's a lie," Edward smirks. "This is the only exit on the whole floor and there's no stairs or fire escapes. My legal team would have a heart attack if they knew so don't go running your mouth off. You've signed away that right."

I don't mind so much that there's only one exit, assuming that exit doesn't break down. What's a more pressing concern right now is that an underground level will have no windows to open to get rid of this foulness in the air. I can't live in this. My entire first week's salary will have to go towards air fresheners.

Edward directs me through a series of corridors, each one completely identical to the last, until I barely remember where I started. He talks a bit about what we're passing but mostly just to say 'this is off limits, _Isabella_'. The entire level seems to be made of cold steel and there's no heating to warm it up.

I make a mental note to not walk around after showering, scared that my skin will stick to the metal surface and rip with each step. There's also no overhead wires like there was above ground, only a few single hanging lights that flicker ominously down each corridor.

"This is your room," he says when we stop again. "You have your toilet and sink connected adjacent but the showers are upstairs."

I peer inside. It's not as cold and sterile as I expected, judging by the rest of the rooms we passed. It's a very tiny space that's made up of a single bed, wardrobe, and bathroom and sink in the connecting room. Best of all, there's a small electric heater that sits in the corner, plugged in and ready to go.

The wallpaper is bright and the quilt on top of the bed is multicoloured. A crisp, black uniform lays on top of a white pillow.

"Thank you," I tell him sincerely. It's not much but it could've been a lot worse. I spot the access card at the foot of the bed and quickly stash it in my pocket.

He ignores me and waves an elegant hand. "The uniform's black because it's too hard to get blood stains out of white."

"Blood?" I gasp. The sight of blood makes me queasy and always riles up Jane. Blood means danger is around – it means others have been wounded by a predator, or worse, _I'm_ wounded.

"Work smart and you won't get any on you. If the uniform doesn't fit ask one of the ladies for a sewing kit and fix it yourself."

He shuts my room's door and swipes the lock with his card. "See? Nice and secure. Your card will unlock some doors on this level. You won't have access to any of your neighbours' rooms of course."

He points them out and relief washes over me. I won't be alone in this cold, scary prison by myself. Hopefully they'll be nice; I might even make a few friends.

"We do have security and safety measures in place for workers. Now, for our pièce de résistance here," Edward says, shivering in what appears to be excitement. His pale white face almost flushes with colour. "This way."

We pass through more corridors and two locked doors - that look like they belong in a bank vault more than a mansion - while Edward points out what's what.

"Guards' rooms there. Equipment and storage there. Weapons storage through there. You won't have access to any of those rooms. That's far too restricted access for a maid. You will have access to the veterinary clinic which is through that hall to the right. You can't miss it."

"A veterinary clinic?" I think aloud.

I know I should be prepared, all the signs were there. Hell, I signed away on a heavy document containing the words _confidential _and _Fera. _Still, when Edward opens the heavy door we stop in front of I realise there's nothing that could have properly prepared me for the sight that lies inside.

Four extremely large steel cages line up against the back wall. Each one separated by barely a metre and inside them… inside are numerous, smaller cages, not five metres wide with _men _locked up inside. There's blood, vomit, and other substances in most of the cages and even splattered up high on the walls. The horrid smell I've been smelling since I arrived on this level is most pungent here and now I realise why.

In a state of complete shock I take in their faces. Most turn away at the sight of us, but a few brave ones glare and grip their bars in fury. Oh my _god_.

"Our country's hope! Our eligible ferals," Edward laughs, throwing his arms out, proud of the horrific sight that stands before him. "Isn't it beautiful?"

"Feras," I whisper in mute horror. My throat is tight. I can't breathe. I can't think.

I'm in the Fera's den. This isn't possible, I can't be here. Oh my god, I can't be _here! _

Jane kicks up somewhere deep inside me. It's my fear response. I'm about to change into her right here and now if I can't get myself under control. Black spots dance in front of my eyes as I take in shallow, ragged breaths.

It's too much.

The old, dried blood on the walls, and the look of hopelessness on so many of the Fera's face make it all too real.

This is where they're tortured, beaten, trained to be our best soldiers. Tested on like lab rats. The men I've been thinking about all my life are now feet away from me. Locked in cages. Glaring at me with the utmost hate or turned away with fear. Fear of me... a human as far as they know.

Jane kicks up again and I place my hand firmly against my stomach, like I can physically contain her breaking out. I know she wants to come out, to show them she's just like them, she's an ally, but I won't let her. She can never come out, especially here in the middle of the lion's den.

Never.

_Focus on the anger instead, _I tell myself. _You're angry. You're not scared. Angry._

Bile rises in my throat and I almost choke on it trying to force it back down. If only Charlie can see me now. See how all my hard work at being _average _has paid off. I'm not just scared – I'm petrified.

Edward looks at me expectantly.

"I asked you a question," he hisses.

"What?" I choke out. I can smell the puke on my breath. At least I haven't wet myself.

"I said isn't it beautiful?" His voice is calm but it's the type of calm that precedes a vicious storm. There's murder in his eyes.

"Oh." My mouth is too dry, my stomach is clenching so heavily in on itself that I can't get enough oxygen into my lungs to speak in complete sentences. "Yes. Beautiful."

Flushing in shame at my agreement I face the other way, unable to meet any of their heated gazes any more. This is a nightmare. Worse than that, at least one can wake up from nightmares.

What do I do?

What do I _do?_

"Aren't you forgetting something?" The look in Edward's eyes is murderous and I just want him to leave so I can throw up in peace. "Hm, maid?"

That domineering bastard.

"It's beautiful. Master," I whisper. The cold walls echo each word clearly and I know the men around us can hear me. What they must think of me.

"We've got the eighteen year olds over there," Edward continues without pause, pointing to the large cage to the far left. "Nineteen year olds in this cage. Twenty year olds here, and in this one, are this year's game for the Hunt."

He forces me to walk to the cage on the far right, passing the weary teenagers and twenty year olds who have nearly all turned their heads to watch. There's no space for privacy.

"Gentleman," he says, unlocking the last cage and pushing me in hard. It's by far the most bloody and dirty one here. "Say hello to Miss Swan."

Their own individual cages are sectioned off, leaving plenty of walking room around their enclosure. Four line up on the left side of the large cage and four line up along the other. Eight men in total. Eight is a _lot _of Fera men for a single year.

"The older they get the more stubborn they become," Edward grumbles at their silence. "Sometimes you have to show them who's in control."

He hovers his finger over a button that's situated on a panel next to one of the men's door, satisfaction obvious on his face from the flinch the man inside gives.

"Hello, Miss Swan," the man inside mumbles reluctantly as he eyes Edward's finger.

"Too little, too late, creature. A small demonstration for the girl," Edward says slyly and pushes down the button.

A heavy zap sounds out as the floor lights up with electrical pulses, shimmering bright white before fading away. The man inside grunts out in pain and collapses to the floor in a ball, twitching and shaking.

My eyes find the floor, unable to watch as the man writhes in pain, tossing and turning.

"You can train them just as you can any other dog," Edward laughs and I hear him press the button again. Bright white fills my vision and even when I close my eyes the harsh light pierces my eyelids. The man finally screams in pain before falling silent.

"Feel free to use it any time you're in here," he continues. "They look at you funny. Zap. Give you lip? Long zap. They get rough? Get a guard to come in and shoot them. I don't particularly care. They've killed their last two keepers so we're not taking any more chances."

I swallow harshly determined not to look at the twitching man panting heavily on the ground. "They killed them?"

"Too much testosterone in the air," Edward says with another long glance over my body. I don't dare glance down to see if the coldness has affected any other parts of me. "But since you're female maybe the animals will give in to another instinct rather than murder."

My eyes find the floor again. I don't want to know what the Feras think of that. I can only hope they think of me as a simple domestic assistant and hate me only mildly for being 'human'. I can handle hatred. Right now I even hate myself.

"As for what you're to do; you'll be in here everyday to clean their rooms out and give them some puppy chow. Bags of our own leftovers will be dumped down into the chute you can find in the storage rooms, so you can feed them with that or let them starve." He gestures to the slot in the cage doors that look just big enough for a tray to pass through. "Also, hose them down once a week at minimum and get rid of all the blood. The hose is in the locker over there. I'm sick of this disgusting smell - it's why I rarely come down any more. Supplies for cleaning are in another locker next to your room. Take them to the vet if they really need it, otherwise don't talk to them. Don't make the mistake of thinking they're like you or me."

He takes me by the elbow and leads me out of the cage, locking it behind us.

"Any questions for me?"

"No, Master," I whisper. He opens up the main door exit and like a gentleman allows me to leave first. I rush out, eager to get out of the room of horrors.

Once we're out of the caged rooms and alone he turns and shoves me up against a cold wall. "One more thing, Isabella," he bites out. He's close enough that I can see the golden hues in his eyes. "You ever, _ever, _undermine my authority in front of those creatures, or _anybody _and I will see you ruined. Out on the streets. Jobless. Or maybe I'll throw you in with one of the animals. Do you understand me?"

I nod quickly. Violently, almost.

"Good." He lets me drop, running his hands over my top to smooth down the wrinkles. "You can find your own way back to your rooms. Take the night to get used to being here. Work starts in the morning. It's nice to have you here, Isabella."

I manage to wait until he's completely left the corridor before I throw up where I stand.

I stumble to the wall to steady myself, sweating and nauseous, and make the grueling task of getting back to my room without puking further. Holding my stomach and fumbling with my access card to get through the steel doors and my own door, I finally make it.

A few feet and I'm crashing to my knees at the edge of the bed. My head is spinning so I rest it between my knees, going down into a prayer position.

I can't be here.

_What do I do?_

I want my dad.

I rest on the cold floor and draw my knees up to my chest. Simply running away will look suspicious. More than suspicious, running from an employer can sometimes be considered illegal. I have no doubts Edward will push the illegal angle with me knowing what I know now.

Homesickness might buy me some time away but I'll be sent right back. I can't fake a disease, either. Re-assignment is just not possible and to even ask angers the government workers who've spent all their time calculating the perfect place for each student.

So how do I get out of a job they've assigned me to - has anyone ever done it before?

No.

I smash my fist down next to me on the thin blanket.

_Damn it, Bella_, I think angrily. _You've got to be stronger than this. You can help these people. _

Just like that, within a blink of an eye my stress and anxiety quiets to a manageable degree and I feel strong enough to stand.

Edward and the others have no idea what I am. I'm completely safe, but the others like me aren't. Now I'm in a position of power to help. Even if it's in the slightest of ways. Out of all the students across the country it's _me _who was picked to clean up the Feras' mess and cages.

With that in mind I grab my maid's uniform and change quickly in the bathroom. It fits well, not too baggy or tight, but considering the inappropriately low cut of the blouse and the skirt that sits a few inches too high, I guess it's actually too big on me. Oh well. No perverted fantasies for Edward today.

It takes only five minutes for me to find the cleaning supplies in their lockers, and grab everything I need. I decide to place extra supplies on a push trolley just in case.

Heading back the way I came the first thing I do is clean up my own vomit with a grimace.

I push the trolley up against the Fera's main enclosure door, not going in just yet. Instead, I head the opposite way towards the veterinary clinic.

"Hello?" I call out softly after opening the large steel door with my access card. "Anybody home?"

Not a sound. As fast as I can I race around grabbing handfuls of things that look useful: rolls of bandages, ointments and salves, labelled pill bottles, two first aid kits, some strange looking tongs, and other small items I don't think will be too missed. They're all beginning to carry dust at this point, and judging by the look of the men in their cages it's hard to imagine any of them have visited the 'hospital' in quite a while. I'm hoping the people in charge have stopped counting and cataloging the stuff.

Juggling the items in my apron I gracefully make my way back to the cart and dump everything on the top. With a deep breath and on shaking legs I swipe the access card through the Fera's door and push it open.

Unlike my previous visit all eyes turn to watch me come in, in complete, eerie silence. The door thunks heavily behind me making me jump a few centimeters in fright. The disgusting stench almost immediately drains the fright. It's too hard to be scared when assaulted with such repugnance. The smell must be carrying through the ventilation shafts I can see on the roof.

"Hi," I whisper softly to no-one in particular. Just wanting to speak and let them know I'm not with Edward. That his beliefs are definitely not mine. "My name's Isabella. I prefer Bella but you can call me either. Or neither. You don't have to talk to me at all if you don't want to. I know if I was in your position I wouldn't."

More silence and heated looks. I stammer on. "I was assigned here because of my career letter. I don't want to be here. Well, no, I want to be here to help of course. I just mean what's being done to you isn't right and I wouldn't willingly be a part of this. I'm on your side."

"You're a sympathiser, then?" One the men in the twenty year olds cage rasps out.

I nod easily, glad to have a human term to use, although empathiser might be a better fit. "Yes."

"And an idiot too if you'd admit it so freely in front of all the cameras and microphones," he says nodding to the corners of the room.

Frantically I look up to find the cameras as fear bolts through me. Sympathiser sentences are brutal and sometimes deadly. But I can't find a single camera and there are no loose wires in here.

"Thought so," the man says with a bitter laugh. "Your Master doesn't use any tech here in case footage of our deaths and tortures are leaked out. Do you think you're the first to try that sympathiser crap with us? Try to gain our trust? Get the hell out of here."

"Noel. Stop," a weak voice sounds out.

It's the man that was zapped with the electric floor. His large body is limp next to his door and his head rests against its bars. Ignoring Noel and the others I head straight for the man's cage and let myself in.

He's too weak to do much else than stare. The others aren't though.

"Get away from him!"

"You filthy human, I swear we'll rip you apart the second you're close to one of us who can actually fight back."

I look around at them in dismay. "I'm not going to hurt him! I'm trying to help. See?" Holding up some of the medical supplies with one hand I don't move until they quiet down. Kneeling down next to the tanned man I push back some of his sweaty hair. Like everyone else's it's shaved fairly close to the head, possibly to remove lice.

"I'm Bella. What's your name?"

His eyelids droop slightly before he murmurs, "Sam."

"I'm here to help you, Sam. I hope you can trust me when I say that. Now, I don't know how to use any of these," I say looking down at the medical tools, "but I can start with cleaning you up and we'll go from there."

I dip a wash cloth into a cold bucket of water and gently clean some of the dirt and blood off his face. He's very handsome, with what would be flawless tanned skin if it wasn't for all the criss-crossing scars scattered along his body. His deep brow and wide, square jaw remind me heavily of a certain group of people.

"You're not Quileute, are you?"

He grunts in affirmation and closes his eyes while I run the wash cloth gently over his brow. I run my fingers through his hair to push it back while I dab along his hairline.

"Bear?" I ask.

One eye pops open as he assesses me. "Wolf."

It's well known that the Quileute peoples tend to produce men who can turn into either bears or wolves. Every other race or tribe of people have been different species of animals – from bugs to dinosaurs, but the Quileutes have always turned into one or the other.

I stop asking Sam questions so he can rest as it's clear he can only speak in one word sentences, and I finish cleaning up all I can see from his head all the way to his hips. Anything he needs to clean underneath his waist he can do himself.

Placing the majority of usable medical supplies into the corner of his room I say to the room, "If anyone needs wraps or ointment and I'm not here I've put a lot into Sam's area."

"You can say 'cage', and just how are we supposed to get it from there?" a voice pips up from the other side of the room.

"Seth," Sam huffs out with effort. "I'll throw it. Idiot."

"Don't argue," I tell Sam and lean down close next to him. "Let's get you up into your bed."

His bed isn't a bed at all, but rather a corner that houses a broken metal cot, flimsy pillow and a thin, torn sheet covered in old blood. Still, anything's better than the ground he's currently lying on and I can find some new sheets for him when he's settled in.

I grab under his arms and attempt with all my strength to lug him over but he doesn't budge one bit. Pushing and prodding doesn't move him an inch either; he must weigh well over a hundred kilos of solid muscle.

"I can't," I huff with effort. "I can't lift you up to get you to bed."

Sam's head lolls to the side and stares out of the cage towards the back of the room. "Get Jacob," he tells me weakly.

There's silence for a few seconds as I mull over the name, before a deep, masculine voice calls out from somewhere in the darkness. "Are you sure you trust her enough?"

"If she tells... can kill," he replies weakly. It's taking all his energy to speak and I shush him.

"No, no. No talks of killing me," I say, trying to talk with a bit of humour as to not show my fear. They wouldn't really kill me would they? Not when I'm trying to help. "Who's Jacob? How can I get him?"

"Back," Sam says, still looking out to the back of the room.

Standing on shaking legs I hop out of his cage – leaving the door wide open as Sam's obviously not going anywhere – and head towards the back. It's dark in this area, the light from the bulb doesn't light up this section of the room properly so it takes my eyes a few moments to adjust.

When they do, though, the first thing I notice is that I was wrong about the number of cages. While there's eight along the sides of the enclosure, all visible under the light, there's one more large one spread out along the very back, hidden completely in the darkness. Inside I can barely make out the silhouette of a tall, large male body.

"Nine Feras," I whisper into the darkness. Nine men in a single year – I don't think it's ever happened before. That's a lot of unlucky men to have been born on the same day with Fera traits and have been taken in.

"Open the door," the masculine voice of the silhouette demands. His voice alone sends shivers through my body and I rush to find the panel on the door so I can swipe my access card along and open it. Dimly, I make out the handle for the steel cage door but it's an old-school one, with a keyhole and lock. I tug at the door but it's made of steel or iron and is completely solid and indestructible.

"I can't. I don't have the key."

"Stand back."

I instantly obey. Suddenly, the sounds of chains snapping fill the room and the silhouette becomes much larger as the man walks forward to stand right up against the steel bars. Two large hands grip them, holding a bar in each, and he simply _pulls _at them. The groaning sounds of steel and metal echoes out as the man literally begins to pull the bars out of his way, creating a hole large enough to walk out of.

As he manoeuvres out of his cage, through the heavy steel bars he pulled apart, he steps into the light with a single forceful step. I gasp and take another step back.

"What?" I stutter out in shock, glancing over the bent bars. "That's impossible. How did you...? Who are you?"

His eyes run over my shocked face and releases a short bark of laughter. "I'm Jacob Black."

* * *

><p><strong>AN: **Finally, Jacob's out to play. Thanks for reading.


End file.
